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THE REASON WHY 

Some time in 1981 .t Bom,bay pUblisher vaguely mooted the 
idea of my writing a history of the Indian N.llional Congress to 
be publi~hed during its centenary celebrations at the end of 
1985. He was confident that he could muster the financial back
iug for the project. The proposition sounded at once tempting 
and torbidding. However, he was anxiollS for me to' secure the 
approval of Indira Gandhi. Tlus seemed to me a rather gratui
tous proviso and one which I did not particularly relish. But 
India that is Bharat being what it is, 1 agreed to seek the opin .. 
ion of the late Prime Minister of India. As i.t turned out, ,l few 
days later in Delhi I had the opportunity of seeing hel in COIllleQoo 

tion with another malter, and while about it, I also mentioned 
the Bombay publi~her's suggestion. She was silent for a time and 
then said something noLt-(.'ommiHal. But I pressed the point 
and asked her whether or 1101 she approved of my undertaking 
the task. "or course," she said, "why do you thillk I do not 
approve '?" But the wording and vehemence of her remark reflec
ted some reservation and even a certain undertone of embar
rassment. 

I soon di.scovcrcd why she was uncommunicative and would 
not give a direct answer 10 my quet.tion. Apparently, as the 
President of the Congress she had already given her blessings to 
another project, conceived on a much vaster scale than any
thing I had in mind, over which a veteran Congrcss scholar, Mr. 
B. N. Pandc-----(;urrently UtC Governor of Orissu--wus to pre
side and who was to be tlssi:.tcd by a host of distingui~hcd Indian 
acadcnlics ;;lod other writers. each one contributing an essay on 
some segment of aspect of the Congress IIi story on which he or 
she had l'pecialized. Obviously, Indira Gandhi considered any 
individual effort covering the same ground both inadequate and 
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supererogatory. but did not say S0, presumably 10 spare my 
feelings. 

So the idea suggested by the Bombay publisher turned 0 ut 
to be without a tomorrow. AlIlhe same, on my return to LondoR, 
moved partly by curiosity and parlly by the nostalgic fascina
tion of what Jules Laforguc called les trains manqll.es, I embar
ked on a desultory exploration to find out what kind of histories 
of tIle Congress were already in print in English or other Euro
pean languages. Inevitably, almost reflexively, my first port of 
call WdS the Briti!>h Libr..try-or rather the British Museum as 
my generation have known it during most of our yesterdays. If 
in the process no rewarding discovery was vouchsafed one, at 
least it provided a mild surprise. For it so happens that the 
Indian National Congress is listed in the gener.11 catalogue-a 
kind of Doom<;day Book which until but reCently, as it were by 
statute, carefully recorded and remembered much tl1<11 was pub
lished in the EngliSh-speaking world, whether good, bad or 
indifferent-not as a separ.1te entity in its own right. Instead. it 
qualifies for entry under the omnibus heading: India (Miscel
Janeous SOLieties, etc). Among the multitude of "Miscellaneous 
Societies etc.," whose publications or material about which 
is catalogued under this heading, one finds such august bodies 
as the Indian Institute of Bankers, tIle Indian Lihmry Associa
tion, to say nothing of the Indian Veterinary Institute and even 
an off-heat organisation like the Indian Progressive Writers 
AssoCiation. 

But the surprise did not end there. No less surprising was the 
kind of published material on or about the Indian National 
Congress listed in that section of the catalogue. There were re
ports of the various Congress sessions, though the Clltries were 
not conseCutive or complete. There were also collections of pre
bidcntial addresses delivered at its annual sessions, but, again, 
111ese collections were by 110 means complete and up to date. 1n 
tact, most of them covered the earlier phase of the Congress and 
seemed to tail off after the outbreak of the First World War, 
and after that only a few individual presidential pronouncements 
canbetracedandpreslmmblylittle or no effort has been madeto 
procure them. There were also photographic albums of the worthies 
WilO presided over the Congress during the early years, and for 
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good measure and to set them in their proper background, 
views of India and pictures of Indian flora and fauna arc tbrown 
in. But what struck one as remarkable was the dearth in the list 
of llistorics of fndia's foremost political organisation, Indeed, 
at the time-roughly about the middle of 1982-the only history of 
tIle Congress listed was the one by Dr. Pattabhi Sit.1.ramayya .in 
two volumes, but for some reason only the first volume was 
recorded in the catalogue. 

Admittedly, the list was not intended to be exhaustive. 
Serious ~tudents of tile subject were expected to look under the 
name of individual authors of historical works on the Congress 
as, for instance, the history written jointly by C.F. Andrews and 
Girija K. Mookerjee and published by George Allen and Unwin in 
the tate 1930s. But a fairly extensive combing through of the 
-catalogue did not yield any large harvest. As far as 1 recall, the 
number of llistorics of the Congress in English I could trace at 
the time could easily be counted on the fingers of two hands, 
with some fingers to spare. Nor is there any reason to suppose 
that writers in Indian languages, including Hindi, had till then 
been. particularly prolific in this field of historiography, although 
the Congress centenary in 1985 has doubtless provided some 
incentive to historians in India to make good this strange deficit, 

11 can no doubt be argued that the deficit is more apparent 
than real. For, after all, while few historians of our day and 
season may have considered tbe Congress by itself as a fit subject 
for their undivided attention, it also remains true that nobody 
has becn able to write about the evolution of modem India over 
the laq hundred years. without at some point having to grapple 
with it as a major, if often baffling, political reality. Even the 
historians and publicists of the Raj have had to take cognisance 
of it as a fl.lct of life in India which they could not bypass. Some 
of thent were and continue to be sincerely persuaded that the 
Indian National Congress as such had little lodo with the cnd
ing of Briti5h rule ill the subcontinent; that the transfer of power 
to the two succcssion states which took place in August 1947 
was the logical, almos.t predetermincd fulfilment of the constitu
tional process sct in lTIlltion by Queen Victoria in her famous 
Declaration of 1858 even if not much curlier. This is at best a 
rationalisation in hindsight of what actually happened und morC" 
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often a !'Ieguiling mythology flallering to the sdf ... esleem of tbe 
British ruling establishment and their national ego genera!!y. 
It is contradicted by the long slmdow or the Congress which 
extends oVer pages {If imperial history first, as a dOl1le~ticatcd 
political pet which could be safely patroniscd or caUed sternly 
to heel when it became too obstreperous, and later as an intrac..
table negativc force if not the evil genius of Tndian politics which 
Imd somehow to be neutralised aJld exorcised by hOr:>k or by 
crook by those who had the best interests of India at heart. An 
undertone of denigratory intent, therefore. tends to run through 
even the more subtle works in this category when they come to 
treat of the Congress. 

There has been, of Course, another category of historical 
writitlg in vogue since the beginning of this century by scholars 
or varying talents, whether Indian or foreign. Histories of what 
is called Indinn nationalism abound and provide abundant mate ... 
rial on its anatomy, its chemistry. its 1>ociologica.l and economic 
roots. Inevitably, the Congress looms as large in these analy. 
tical works as the ghost of Hamlet'S father if not the Prince of 
Denmark himself. However, they take us into an n.iry realm of 
abstraction and theoretical speculation wWeh conneCts tenu~ 
ously if at all with the living reality of ficslt and blood which the 
Congress has been and remains for many of us who have lived 
through its defeats and triumphs over the past ~ven decades 
or more and Who came to polilical awareness to a greater or 
lesser degree by what the Congress did or failed to. It is not easy 
for us to see it as some ectoplasmic emanation of what a di~tin. 
guislled historian belonging to the new Cambridge School which 
has been, and probably still is, rather a la mode has characteris..
ed, somewhat luutologically, as "the politics of the ASSoCiations." 

But what has been even more mrprising is thal the Congress 
itself has shown no great eagerness to encourage scholars with· 
in its own ranks-and there were many-or those broadly !>ym ... 
pathetic to it, to address themselves. to the task of producing 
a more or less definitive history of its origin, growth and dev ... 
e!opment within its own temlS~that is not hoW outsidl.lrs have 
seen and judged it by applying extraneous theoretical touch~ 
stones and criteria barely relevant in the Indian context, but es
sentially building a structure of exegesis on its own archival 
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sourCes illuminated by the infinitely valuable testimony and in~ 
&ighls furnished by the memoirs, bingraphic~, aulobil)graphies 
and olher writings (,I" men and women like Dadablmi NaMaji. 
Gokhale, Annie Bcs<tnl. Gandhi, lawllharlal Nehru, Sarojini 
Naidu, Subhas Bose. Abul Kal:w1. Azad and others who not only 
led il but made iT w\{ftt it was and in !>ome degree still rem .. 1.in$. . 

Rather 1l1e reverse. 1£ is perlinent in lhis context to recall that 
as early as 1924, K. M. Panikkar who had been sent to act as a 
liaison man between the Akali leaders and the AJ.C.C. had the 
bright idea of writing a history of the Congress. Jawaharbl 
Nehru who at the lime was for atl practical purposes the work
ing General Secretary of the A.l.ee. seemed to favour the idea 
in principle but did not want Panikkar to make any public an
nouncement about it, p:trtly because the Congress was at the 
time g~)ing through one of its periodic- pha$es of internal divi
sionS-between the Swarajbts and the "No~Changers". He 
wrote to Panikkar at the end of May that year : 

J do nol much like the idea of making a public announcement 
about your being entrusted with the task of writing a history 
of the National Congress movement. ( would have preter
red the announcement fir:.t III come after a fornlal resolution 
of the Working Committee [of the AlC.C.). It is possible 
that a premature announcement may not be liked by some 
people .... r am writing to the PrO\'incial Congress Committees 
to send you any infonnation that might help you. A more 
public announccment c()Uld come after the Working Com
mittee meeting. 

The public announcement never came. It could be that some 
people in the Working Committee objecled to Panikkar or it 
could he that it was not considered a propitious moment to 
embark on the project at u time when C()ngress leaders were at 
sixes and sevens. At any nUe Panikkar. who would have certainly 
turned out at least something readable, did not pursue the idea and 
turned his talents 10 other and more rewarding fields. One even 
wonders whether Dr. Pattabhi Sitar'dTIlayya would have undertaken 
and persevered with his jnformative if somewhat stylistically 
eccentric 1he History of (he Indian NatiomtT Congress if he bad 
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not been spurred on by the thought that its Golden Jubilee was 
due in 1935 and that the occasion demanded that its labours ovel 
half· a-century be recorded and made available to the general 
public. Possibly the same cOllSideration prompted Indira Gandhi 
to commission Mr. B. N, Pande some years before the cen
tenary celebrations over which, alas, she was nol spared to pre
side, to edit the m .. 1.ssive historical volumes which are now on 
the market. 

Whatever other defaults might be ascribed to it as a politi
c'.!1 colleC1ivity, it cannot be said that the Congress suffers from 
an excess of Narcis~isnt or even self-regard. If anything. from 
!he very outset it has been inclined to be self.deprecatory. It 
seems at once curious and significant that even aflcr the attain
ment of indepcndence and becoming the ruling ptlrty, with all 
that it implies in temlS of command uf material and human 
resources, it continued to labour under some inhibition in this 
regard, Instead of sponsoring its own history, the Congrc;"s Gov
ernment under Nehru chose to sponsor an ambitious project 
embracing the Indian freedom movement as a whole in which, 
certainly the Indian National Congress figures as the main pro
tagonist, but which nevertheless has broader tenos of reference, 
casting the net much wider. Tha.t is not nccessalily a defect. How
eve1, the wide angle camera, as it were, tends to a certain diffu
seness of focus. At any rate, the voltln1eS published under that 
atl~pices. much as they have to offer us, are not exactly a sub
stitute for a "history of the Congress as such. 

So the deficit rcmains----even after the spate of publications 
during the centenary year and sil1ce. It cannot be said that a 
point has aheady been reached in historical literature about the 
Congress when enough is enough and non-proliferation would 
be in order. On tlle contrary, that point is unlikely to be reached 
even if there were scores of writers devoting themselves exclusively 
to the Congress org:miSlltion, its various phases and campaigns, 
and the remarkable- personalities it drew to itself and their inter
action, for the nex! half-a-century N more. That may s(\und 
like a jltstificalory plea for this wl)fk. Actlli"tJly it is more by way 
of an apology. For having accepted to write ::l "brief" history of 
the Congress, I discovered that not only in this case brevity would 
not be the soul of wit-in the original sense of the term-but 
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tbat neither by aptitude nor by training I can aspire to the kind 
of discipline in which historians live and move and. have their 
being. It would, therefore, have been the height of presumption 
and folly on my part to attempt trespass into the vasllabyrinth 
of primary and St."'<'l'ndary source material which has bec..-ome 
available in rceent years and through which sl!l'e-footed historio
gmphers alone can find their way 10 points of significance. 

Nor have r tried to erecl any theoretical or ideologic-d.l frJ.ll1e
work i11to which the Indian National Congress can neatly be 
fitted, tempting though that seems since it makes everything sim~ 
pIer and JllOre intelligible than living reality can ever be. As for 
the narrative form in which the story has been "reconstructed" 
here, 1 can only say that to a very large degree that has been dic
tated by the vcr)' nature of material itself with which one had to 
deal. Whether or not it is an appropriate approach, it is for 
others to judge. But it seemed to be the best way of doing justice 
to a great movement whiell has been {".l.ther superciliously treated 
and at the same time well suitt.'<i to a work which is intended, 
n~)t ror the specialist render, but the laity. 

Equally, it is worth stressing, perhaps, that the Congress tact~ 
ics and policies, espccially during the earlier phase, evolved under 
conditions not of its O\Vl1 choosing, but constr.unts and compul
sions of the adversary's choice-an adversary, moreover, who at 
the time and, indeed, till the outbreak of the First World War, 
Virtually conunanded strategic political initiative to say nothing 
of a strong physical armature for imposing its will. A kind of 
Fabian strategy as such was unavoidable for the Congress to adopt 
given the b .. lIance of forces. It is hard not to be impressed how 
over this period the Congress leadership succeeded slowly, almost 
imperceptibly, in shifting the tenus of Indo-British litig'J.tion and 
debate sufficiently where it bc<lame possible to postulate Swamj, 
howcver vaguely defined, not as a distant goal of the Indian 
people but as the next imperative step, 

This was by any historical standards a remarkable achieve~ 
ment. the more remarkable because this turning of the tables 
was brought about almost entirely through an effective battle of 
wits. It is ()ruy fair to admit, however, that this success was made 
possible, partly at any rate, by the fact that the British imperia~ 
list establishment was also functioning under certain self~imposed 
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compulsiolls and constraints flnwing rrom its own public pledges 
given under duress or cmbarra$~m\"'1lt to tide over particular crises 
of British pow.;:r in India.. or in expansive moods of imperialht 
condescension. 

True, these pledges to the Indian people \vere often evaded. 
All manner of semantic ambiguities were insinuated int" them 
to circwmcribe th¢ir SCope and import when the time came to 
redeem them. There Were even traumatic ~)ccasions when the 
local instruments through which the British govemed aJ1d man
aged their vast Indian Empire took the bit between their teeth 
and not only ran away with it but ran berserk, forgetting con
stitutional nicelies and resorted to the ultimate sanction of 
"frightfulness" to put down political refractoriness and resis
tance on the part of the ruled. NevcrtIleless these constitutional 
inhibitions, combhlcd with the checks and b.'llanccs built into 
the British system itself, in some mea.sure operated as a kind of 
moral and psychological brake on prolonged and exclusive re
liance on the use and abu~e of naked force. This is whar, per
haps, lends a certnin fascination and almost an historical unique
ness to the encountcr~at times confrontation-between the 
Indian National Congress and British power in India which in 
some ways set the pattern of development for the rest of Britain's 
Colonial Empire. 

Finally, whether or not this work <:an claim any other merit. 
it has at least been for me a course of self-education. If it even 
fractionally serves the same purpose for those who may chance 
to read it, the effort inv()lved in writing it would have been amply 
worthwhile. Meanwhile it only remains to own up to my debts 
which can be done the more wholeheartedly because thcle is no 
other way i,f repaying them. 1 am most sensible of the kindness 
and courtesy I have at all times received from all those who are 
connected with the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library. Having 
been a life-long: freelance uncommitted to any academic institution. 
1 felt some trepidation in accepting an assignmcl1t at the Nehru 
Memorial Museum and Library. Bul this proved groundless. This 
institution is a rare island of civilisation in Delhi permeated by 
the benign spirit of one of the mo~t civilised human beings of 
our epocb----Jav.~dharlal Nehru-·whose memory it so fittingly 
enshrines. Among those who have taken infinite pains with 
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reading the proofs and checking the lcfcrences, it would be 
rank ingratitude not to mention the names of Dr. N. 
BalakrislUlan, Miss Deepa Bhalnagar, Miss Amril Varsha 
Gandhi and Mr. Yog Raj Kapoor. lowe a spe<:ial debt of 
gratitude, of course, to Professor Ravinder Kumar, Director of 
the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, and its Deputy 
Director, Dr. Han Dev Shanna, for their help which made my 
work not only easy but pleasant. The latter, indeed, was kind 
enough to go through the manu~cript of the present volume. 
and with bis encyclopaedic knowledge of the Congress history 
correct many errors of detail. Any errors of fact~and even 
more, interpretation-that remain are my own responsibility. 

Les Cicadas, Menton. 
Easter 1987 





CHAPTER I 

COMING TOGETHER 

"This 'National Libera!' Union," ""rotc Florence Nightingale 
on November 27. 1885. in a letter marked "Personal and Confi
dential" from 10 South Street. Park Lane. London, to Sir William 
Wedderburn in Bombay, "if it keeps :.traight, seems altogether 
the matter of the greatest interest that has happened in India. 
if it rrt.'lkes progress, perhaps for a century. We arc watching the 
birth of a new nationality in the oldest civilisation in the world. 
How critical will be its first meeting at Poana. I bid it God-speed 
with all my heart." 

The legendary L-tdy with the Lamp had never been to India. 
Yet, as we know, she was deeply interested in seeing improve
ments in the way in which Indian hospitals were being run and in 
introducing new mtrsing methods and techniques. She also ad.~ 
vocated highly originnl if obvious ideas nn provision of cheap 
rural sanitation which were not very unlike those which Mahatma 
Gandhi developed Jate-r. What is 110t $0 well known, perhaps, 
is that she had an equally deep, if not deeper. concem for the 
social and political advancement of the Indian people. At any 
mle, her comment on the forthcoming meeting of what she 
called "this 'National Liberal' Union" showed her to be a person 
of uncommon perceptiveness and proved prophetic even though 
she had got the name a Iitlle wrong and, due to her native caUl ion. 
projected a somewhat tonger time"frame for the attainment of 
full nationhood by India than tumed out to be the case. 

The error, or rather the confusion, over the name was by 
no means of her making. "The Indian National Union" was in 
fact the name that figured in the more- ~).r Jess "private and con~ 
fidentia,l" circular document which AHan Octavian Hunte had 
earlier in the year sent out to a number of kindred ~pirits in 
various parts of India informing them of Ihe "Conference" to be 
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held at Poona from the 25th to the 31st December and giving 
them a broad outline of the agenda 10 be discussed at the gather~ 
ing which, he believed, "will fonn the genn of a Native Parlia
ment and, if properly conducted, will constitute in a few years 
an unanswerable reply to the assertion that lndia is still wholly 
unfit for any fOTm_ of representative institutions." 

And it was from Hume himself during his visit to Britain bel
',,"cen Augut.t and mid-November that year that Florence Night
ingale had learned of the coming event in which she \Vas to read a 
most promis..ing and hopeful augury for the future of India. For 
HumC', as she told Wedderburn, "was so good as to give me a 
goou deal of his time." Morc: he bnd also brought her a letter 
from C.P. Hbert, L"l.w Member of the Viceroy's Council at the 
lime, who was responsibJe for piloting the famous Bill amending 
the Criminal Procedure Code in order to make racial equality 
between Indians and Europeans before the Jaw a degree more 
real than the official declamatory fiction that i[ was, the Royal 
Proclamation of 1858 notwithst..1.nding; and which, in tum, had 
outraged Anglo-India ()f the day to so high a pitch that they 
clamoured for Lord Ripon's head and eventually succeeded in 
largely emasculating, if not abortin£, the proposed legis.lation. 

Hume could hardly have failed to brief Florence Nightingale 
fully on the political situation in India and on the purpose of his 
visit to Britain which was to consult with political personalities 
broadly sympathetic to India. among them John Bright. Josepb 
Chamberlain, John Morley, James BI}'ce. Sir James Cairde, R.T. 
Reid, John Slagg and, of course, Ripon who, after his return 
from India. was staying at Studly Royal. Her labelling of the 
Indian National Union as "Liberal" mu.<,t have been through 
association of ideas and her personal knowledge of some or its 
leading lights. Nor was this all innccurate description. Almost 
to a man-and there were no women yet on the Indian political 
/andscape--thcy were of liberal convictions in the 19th century 
~..:n:;c: of the tenn and Quite a few of them were at one lime or 
other to be card·hokling members of the National Libera.l 
Club, London, which, for a long time to come, was the political 
and intellectual Mecca of Indian Liberalism. 

ObvimJsly, Hume had given her no hint that a chang\! of 
name was being considered-and for the good reason that he 
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hinu;elf lmd no inkling either th:u one was being contemplated 
or ncces~ary, As late as the middle of October 1885 the lilt/kill 
.'!irror, a leading Indian newspaper llSlta!iy well informed on 
political developments in the country, was reporting that "a Con~ 
fcronce of the Indian National Union, which represents all the 
Presidencies and Provinces of the Empire" wa.') being prepared 
"at PUlla or JubbuJpore". though it had its own doubts whether 
it couJd be held at aU that year. The decision to change the name 
was taken almost at the last minute after those iovolved in orga~ 
nizing the show at Poona-princi.pally, lhe activists of the Poona
based Sarvajanik Sabha and the Bombay Presidency Assochl~ 
1ion~-had discussed the matter with Hunte who only retumed 
from London aboard the S.S. Nizam on December 2. They re
dlristeneu it "Congress" instead of "Conference", At the same 
time they decided to shift the date of its inaugw-dl session from 
December 25 to 2g and the pmvincial "Sc!ect Committees", 
where they existed, were duly infonned of the changes. 

What had prompted these changes? S.R. Mehrotra in IlLS 
well "researched and documented book The Eme/'gence of the 
JI/dian National Congress suggests that they were made "to 
avoid confusion" with another "National Conference"-the 
second of its kind-which. was being held at Calcutta durbtg the 
ChriSlm,.1S 1101iday-hctwccn December 25~27 10 be exact-under 
the aegis of the Indian Association which had already been in 
the political field for some years and the moving spirit behind 
which was no les~ .a person than Surendranath Banerjea. That 
was clearly the main consideration. For there seems to have 
been an undercurrent of mild competitiveness, if not rivalry, 
betweCll 1he still somewhat cmbryonic and nebulous fndian 
National UniM and the well-established Indian Association. 
At least Burne and his associates had not kept Surendranath 
Banerjea in the picture while p/;mning their conference although 
very late in the day he wus invited by W.e. Bonnerjcc to attend 
il~an invitation which he dec1ineu on the ground, as he wrote 
in his autllbiography, that having been largdy responsible for 
org;.-tui7ing the National Conferencc in Calcutta he could not 
leave it in the lurch nor suspend it 3t short notice. 

This was perfectly true as far as it went. But, il must be ad~ 
dcd, the Natit.:lllui Conrcrcnce in Calcutta hud been called 
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somewhat precipitately, invitations for it huving heen sent OUI only 
late in November IRH5 and j(~ agenda covered more or less the 
same themes. even if more specifically spell QuI, as Ihe ones 
which were going to be taken up at Poona. The idea of upst..1.g
ing. the Paona gathering, theretort.:. could not nave Ix--en wholly 
absent from Surcndrililuth Bancl:iea's mind. However Ihat may 
be, the new TUlnlC wa,~ to stick though what made Hume and his 
friends to opt t'Or it must remain a mailer for conjcclure. Obvi~ 
ously, it could not have been thc rosull of prolonged dc-liberahon 
and debate. much bs a process of premeditation. But though 
fortuitous to a degree, in hindsight the choice seems It) have been 
apt--even inspired. 

Apt. because the word "Congress" literally means "coming 
together'". And thai. ~~s far as one can guess. appears to have 
been the intention of those who hud conceived the idea of a meet~ 
ing of a number of more or Jess Jike~minded persQns at Ponna 
that Christmas. Hume, with his British background-his father. 
Joseph Hume. had been a member of Parliament and leader or 
the Radical group of Liberals-may have spoken airily of his 
Indian associates in the venture as "the inner circle of the 
National Party". Bul in the Indian context of the day, with the 
imperial power reluctant to entertain the notion of even aUow~ 
ing rudimentary fonns of representative institUlions to grow up
in India, a political party in any valid sense of the teml was hardly 
a practical proposition. What men li,ke Dadabhai Naoroji. 
B.M. Malabari, Pherozeshah Mehta, Kasltinath Trimbak Tdang 
(whose remarkable translation (1f the BhugoJ'ud Gira into English 
in the Sacred Books of the East series Jlad been published in 
1882) and (llhels had in mind was it kind of rassl'mbh>ment of 
kindred sJJirits to seek a consensus e\·en though the term had 
not yet come into fashionable political currency. This is clearly 
implied in the circular that had gone out. It said that the Con~ 
ference at Poona would have two "direct objects": first, "'0 enable 
all the most earnest laboufcrs in the cause of national progre~s 
10 become personally known to each other"; and secundly. "to 
discl!l:>s and decide upon the political optratinns 10 be under
taken during the ensuing year." 

Inspired, ton, in the sell~e lhat Ihe name nicely HUed the 
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anatomy of the (lrganisation at the moment of its birth-~eeming!y 
ad hoc and yet connecting with the ambient political, social and 
cultural environment of the times. In a strange way, moreover, 
it aho presaged the broad line~ along which it was to develop 
and the pattern of its institutional rcflexe~ over the years to come 
which ensured that it was always 10 be much more than a roli~ 
tical party or chnpei and much less-a paradox which, perhaps, 
has ;ux:mtntcd for its extraordinary resilience and strength as 
well as its slntcluml weakness :mu a bllilt~in tendency to periodic 
peripheral fragmentation if 110t fission. [n its beginning was 
(,:ertainly not its end. But the name which its founding fathers 
chose for it, more by accident than design. at least contained a 
preeursive hint of the promise of its growth in the rullness of time 
inh} a great movement, drawing to itself vast tides of Indian 
humAnity which over a whole historical epoch-and perhaps 
beyond-gutu .. ,tnteed it <lg'dinst obsolescence that overtook so 
many political or quasl-political orgdnisalions whie:1 rose and 
fell. often ieavillg not a wrack behind, during a little more than 
a century which saw the consolidation of British power and its 
eclipse in India with the transfer of that power 10 the two succes~ 
sion states in 1947. But let us not anticipate. 

The omens, both large and small, during the period prepara
tory 10 its first session had been anything bUl auspicious. If its 
organisers had been as susceptible 10 what the stars foretold as 
some of their lauer-day successors, they might well have been 
tempted to call it off altogether and wait for a more propitious 
day. At the end of H!!:!4 Ripon, a man of undoubted liberality 
of mind ami spirit as the British proconsuls went (lnd genuinely 
anxious to humanize an essentially inhumane and ,lrbitrary sys
tem of colonial rule, bad left India after seeing his eJfort at re
form virtually ~tultified and hllving himself barely escaped abduc~ 
tion. if not !rnching, by his own kind for trying to be fair to 
Indians. Within it few months of his departure, in JUlle 1885, 
the Government ill Britain over which Gladstone presided feU 
and a Conservative administration under Lord Salisbury, n,)t 
the most liberal among Tories. WU$ installed. This was like an 
ice-coJd douche to Irldian Iwpcs of any lIIohifi.wne in Britain's 
Indian polk)'_ As the indian Afirror justly lamented: <'The 
~iscenda[)cy of the Conservative Party. however. temporary it 
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may be, meallS retH\gre~sion or stagnatil1n in India", It did, 
The rhangc:. or name and dates-the latter meant that the 

session which was originally to extend over six days would have 
to be CUt to three- were not a happy augury either. especialJy 
as they indicated differences among "lhe most camest labourers 
in the cause of national progress," with an influential body of 
them under Surendranath Banerjea insisting on pitching their 
separate tent elsewhere instead of agreeing fo m.1.ke conunon 
cause. The crowning complication e<1..tllC when it became neces· 
sary 10 shift the venue of the Congress session at the eleventh 
hour. 

Poona was to have hosted it. The Sarvajanik Sabha had 
constituted a Reception Committee under S.H. Chiplonkar. 
The Committee in tum had set up a fund llnd made elaborate 
arrangcmen!s to recei,·c and look after the creature c(lmfort$ of 
the delegates. Accllrding to the circular issued by Hume, "Dele
gates arc expected to find their own way to and from Poona
but from the time they reach the Poona Railway Station until 
they again leave it, everything they can need, carriagc. accom
modation, food, & C., will he provided for them gratuitously". 
The C(lst of all this \vas to be met from the Reception Fund 
"wl1ich the Poona Association most liberally offers to provide 
in the first instance, but to which all delegates, whose means. 
warrant their incurring this further expense, will be at liberty to 
contribute any sum they please." They were assured that any 
surplus of such donations "will be carried forward as a nucleus 
for next year's Reception Fund." 

The session was to be held at "the Pcshwah's Garden nea.r 
the Parbati Hill." It had "a fine Hall, like the g'drden, the pro· 
perty of the Sabha." It apparently also had ample living accom· 
mod..<ttion and the circular promised that every delegate would 
be "provided with suitable quarters. Much importance is at· 
tached to tl1is since when all thus reside together for a week, far 
greater opportunities for friendly intercourse will be afforded 
than if the delegates were (as at the time of 1he late Bombay 
demonstrations) scattered about in dozens d private lodging 
110ulies a.1I over the town:' Unforlllnately. however. all tllese 
carefully worked out plans had to go by the board because a 
chQlcra epidemic hroke out in Poona and it was considered 
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prudent not to tuke any risks with the lives of delegates who, 
ufler aU. represented the creme de la crcm'.! of the country's 
pvlitical eiite. 

Pnonn's I()~$ wa,> Bombay's guill. The decision to change the 
venue to Bombay was taken in the third week of December, less 
than a fortnight before the Cutlgress .<.cssion was 10 open. It 
speaks highly of 1 he resourcefulness or the leaders of the Bombay 
Presidency Association that they proved equal to the ta!>k. They 
were able to persuade the management of the Gokuldas Tcjpal 
Sanskrit College and Boarding Trust to allow the Congress 
session to be held in their buildings above the Gowalia Tank
a IO('''ality, incident.aliy, which was to bec()n1e associated with oIlIer 
signiflC'J.nl events in the history of thl! Indian National Congress, 
including the hoisting of the Congress flag by Aruna, Asaf Ali 
on August 9, 1941, after the passing 01 the "Quit India" resolu
tion by the Congress and after nearly al! the top Congress leadcrs, 
from Gandhi downwards, had been arrcMed in the early hours 
that moming and whisked away to their respective places of 
internment by the British authorities, 

AII--proper furnishings, lighting, and sealing facilitjes
were ship-shape well in time; in fact, by the morning of the day
before when the delegates begdn to arrivc and were drawn into 
informal, preliminary discussions "on the order of the r,roceed
ing<; for the next three days." TI\ese continued "the whole day 
and well into the night of December 27th." Not that thele were 
too many deleglltes or rcpresentatives. There were only seventy
two in all. Bombay and Sind. then and ror a long time to come 
administrative Siamese twins, inevit,tbly provided the larg~st 
contingent--thirty-eighL The next largest group ell.me from 
the other Presidency-Madra~---twenty·one. TheIl, way down 
in the league table, figured North-West Province and Oudlt. 
latcr the United Provinces and now Uttar Pradesh, with seven. 
Bengal, Assam, Orissa and Bihar betwccn them sent only three 
men good and true-- -the same number as the Punjab. 

The paucity of Congress representation from the Land of 
Five Rivers was understandable. The British had taken good 
care to keep the Punjab insulated from t he political currenb in 
the rest of India. But why so few came from Bengal, at the lime 
already [tnd for a long lime to come- politically the most vibrant 



8 INDIAN l\ATlO>.'AL ('01\'GRE~ 

Provine.: '! Strictly spe:lking:, it was represented by the impressive 
figure or Wllntcsh Chuncicr Bunnerjcc, a distinguished ami much 
respected barrister 011 the origimll side of the Calcutta High 
Court. Annie Bosun! in her Hoii' India Wrought /iJr Freedom 
mcminns Narcndral\ath Sen. Editor of the /ndian "Jirmr. An
other Bengali, J. Glwsal, Editor of the indian Unioll. is abo 
knOWll to have taken part in the Bombay Congress. thougll as 
repres.:ntative (If Allahabad. The National Conference called 
by Surcndmnath Banerjeu'" Indian Association had ~ucceeded 
in keeping everybody who was anybody politically in Bengal at 
home. However, t(l show there was no hard feeling. according 
t<.) Ambica Charan Mazumdar in his Indian Natiol/al El'Olulirm, 
on the last dl:IY of the Calcutta conclave the new~ Ihat the Fir.!>t 
Indian Nalional Congress was set for opening the next day ~nt 
it <'into a rapturous acclamation" and the Conference des. 
patched a message "welcoming the birth of the long "xpected 
N(ltiona.l Assembly." 

However. everything is not in numbers. de~pitc Pythagoras. 
If the number of representatives who mustered for the first Con· 
gress roll call in Bombay seemed almost derisory considering 
the siz.e of the country and its population, the wealth and variety 
of talent among them was impressive. Many L)f them were at. 
ready names to conjure 'vlth. Other3 were to :tchicve fame and 
distinction in the years ahead. They included men like Dada
hhai Naoroji who \vas the first Indian to get elected 10 the Bri
tish Parliament; K.T. Telang. a S~.nskrit scholar of rare inEcgrity; 
Phcroz..-:!ihah Mehta, Dinshaw Edulji \Vacha and Rahimtulla M. 
Sayani, future presjdents "I' the Congr~ss; B.M. Ml\labmi. Editor 
or the Indian SpectalOr and a brave social rr.:fllrmer; N.G. 
Chandav:trkar, S. Sul1ramania Iyer. P. An".nda Chmlti. M. 
V~claraghavachariar and Gangaprasad Varma. The national 
press. in those day~ natilm:!i in more than just name. was pre
scnt in force. Apart from thus!! already listed. Edit"", of the 
Hindu, the Trif;tllle, tlle lnd/J Prakash. the /lilldustha/li. Ihe Crew 
seel/f and many others wcre in at the nativity. 

Besides the "repre~llh\tives", about thirty friends and sympa. 
Ihisers graced the occasion. Among them wac men in high 
places in the official hierarchy, like M.O. Rafladc, Mcmberoftht!" 
Bl1mbay Legisla;ive C0until and Judge of the Small Cause COUrt at 
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Poona. !ate .. to be promoted to the Bench. and the great scholar, 
Professor R.G. Bhandarkar of Ihe Deccan College, D.S. White. 
President <If the EUrtlsian Associalil)O, al::o attended. Whether 
Wjlliam Wedderburn and Professor WordSw0rth, grands(>n of 
the P()el, were among those \\lho attended "as amici curiae, to 
listen and advise" is not certain. But they were at the informal 
gathering in the afternoon of December 27 at which the Con· 
gre~s. representatives were introduced to the leading citizens of 
Bombay and probably took part in the private meetings at which 
the agenda was discussed. 

The curlain on the strange drama of fodia's politica! destiny, 
the culmimltion of a long process of gestation during the pre
vious three qUhrters of u century, went up at 12 noon on Decem~ 
ber 28,1885. in the 1mll of the Gokuldas Tcjpal Samkrit College. 
Or did it? Discretion, it uppears, Wa5 com .. idered the better part 
of valll'Ur. Unlike what was. to become the established custom 
of the Congress of opcn debate and decisiorL" openly arrived at, 
the first Congress met in ('(lmera, Only carefully edited sum· 
maries of each day's discussions. were h<lnded out to the Press. 
The more detailed report of the proceedings did not become 
public property till a year later. 

But, although the first Congress conducted ilS business be
hind closeu doors, this proved no bar to at least two eye~wit· 
neS!:1 accounts of the scene and what was said and done being 
published in. the Press which arc still interesting at this distance 
because they represent two contrasting ways in which the affairs 
of the Congress-and India general!y~were to be treated in 
the period ahead by the Anglo-Indian and Indian Press. One of 
the repurts appeared in the Bombay Ga;:ell!'. a.n officia! publi
cati()ll, which had evidently managed to slip in all inrormant, 
if nat an informer-Ilot a very difficult thing to do in the [ndian 
cnn.Jirinns, tl:e.l or later. II was not :t particularly unrriendly 
account. Nor was it particularlycn!ightening. lts tone was mildly 
condescending and it had an undertone of levity. concentrating 
011 the ditTcrences of the delegate,;' phy:.iognomies cl)ming frl)m 
V.Uil)US regions of India and the idi()~yncratic diversity of what 
they \.,..ore (lr did nOI wear. J t rden ed to the "men frnm Madras, 
the blackness ni" wh()~e compJexi{lIl seerned to be made blacker 
by lhe ~p()tlcss while turbans which some (}f them wore"; noted 
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the presence of tlle "bearded, bulky and large-limbed"' delegates 
from the North~Wcst (forgetting that in the late Victorian era 
practically everyb()dy sported a bearJ); poked a little gentle 
fun at "Parsecs in their not very elegant head-dress, which they 
themselves l1avc likened to a slanting roof"; and rounded the 
descrip!ivc passage with the remark that those assembled in the 
hall of the Gokuldas TejpaJ Sanskrit College "presented such a 
variel:Y of costumes and cQ-nlplexi()ns, that a similar scene can 
scarcely be witnessed except at a fancy ball. ... , 

The other account was published in a Oalcutta weekly, Reis 
and Rayyef (or Ruler and the Ruled) under the nom-de-plum!! 
"Chief" which, Dr. S.R. Mehrotra believes. might have con~ 
cealed the identity of Girija Bhushan Mukerji. lawyer and editO't' 
of the Nal'Gl·ihhakar. whO' was O"l1C of the three delegates from 
Calcutta. It was a reportage in an altogether more serious "ein, 
concerning itself with the drift and quality of argument rather 
than the delegates' appearances or sartorial eccentricities though 
it did not overlook them either. "It seemed to me that," Chicl 
wrote, "as if every member had inwardly resolved upon having 
less of words and marc 01' work. every one of them inspired with 
an inward feeling that it was real work tor his country which had 
called him tothat hall, real work and nO' long or tall talk .... Above 
all, there was moderation in rhe tone and language such as would 
have ... put the most moderate Anglo~rndian to the blush ...... 

The Ilrst item nn the ag·!nda before the Congress wa" to' 
choo~e the man t(J preside over it~ transactions. During the 
protracted consultations and discussions that had gon"! on 
throughout 1885, the idea of asking the Governor of Bombay, 
Lord Reay, to ehair the inaugural session had b:en seriously 
mooted, no doubt partly because of the calculation that !:'uch 
high Qfficial patr~)nage would lend added respectability to' the 
enterprise and induce greater receptivity in Whitehall to any 
demands or proposals ft)r reforms that the Congr~ss might for~ 
mulate. Hume had actually put the suggestion to the new Vi:e~ 
roy, Lord DufTerin of Ava, whom he had cansulted some time 
in May 1885. Dufferin who saw snme advantage fl.lr the Raj in 
having a body of influential Indians who could voice the c(lllcc· 
tive wishes of the politically awakened secti(ln of Indian ~ociety, 
if not lhe Indian people as a whole. and as such serve as a S'lrety~ 
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mh'e for some of the simmering public &,content$.. hliwcver, 
did not fancy Hume's suggestion. 

Hume gave his own versiun ~)f Dulferin"s objeclions in his 
letter It) Ripon written nearly four yc:trs after the event. W]);\t 
he told Ripon is largely confirmed hy what Dullerill wrote to 
Reay at the time [0 put him upon his guurd. ""I took it upon 
myself," he informed Reay in his letter to him written on May 
17, "to say that i[ would be impossible for anyone in yout situa
tion (0 accept such an ,)J1cr. The functions or such an assembly 
ftlutt is, the Congress] must of necessiry consist in criticizing the 
;lets or policy 01 the Governmellt, in formulating demands which 
probably it would be impos;;ible to grunt. and in adopting gen
erally the procedure Hf all reforms associations. The idea of wish
ing to associate the head t~f the Executive Government of a 
Province with such a programme I told him [Hume] 
was absurd." 

It was. But Dufrerin. a man of very much more complex 
temperament and timber th'lll Ripon, and ultogethcr mor..: am
bivalent in hi~ attitude to the Congress as was to become appa
rent soon enough, almost certainly had another reason [\)r !.hoot
in~ down Humc"s suggestion. As he told Rea)', "{ am sure it 
would be a mistake if we identified ourselves personally either 
with the reforming or the reactionary enthusiasts." In other 
words he wanted the British Guvernment in India to keep its 
di1'.tance from all Indian political organisations and relain for 
itself absolute freedom of man,('leuvre and decision. Uninten
tionally, however, by turning down Hume's suggestion that 
the Governor of Bombay might condescend to take the chair 
at the Congress session, Dutferin, perhaps, rendered a service 
to (he Indian National Congre~s. Had he not done so the future 
Congress leadership would have been even harder put to counter 
the charge, once wry fashionable on the Left and ~ti!l heard on 
occasions on its extremist fringe, that the C0l12rcss was but a 
pet poodle of British imperialism, 

if Duffcrin was afraid thaI the Congress might not perform 
lIs role of a reform association·~(hat of a criliqul! la/ere'l:'. so 
to spcak·-aclequafely and thus lose its utility for providing an 
innocuous challnd and oullet for the discontents that were well· 
ing up, Florence Nightingale's worry was exactly the reverse. 
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She was apprehensivc that it might be [00 critical. or rather that 
its criticism might take the form of indu[gem::c in perl>ol1;!litics. 
"J c"uld. wish (but you know my opinion is worth HOlhing in 
this kind of political policy)." she had written ill her Jctter to 

Wfdderbum. "that it migh.t not only m..ke perS(;rKt! attacb. 
that it might not e.g., ask for the recall or Mr. Grant Duff. This 
"'ill have 110 other effect than of sirengthening his position. His 
term there wilt SGon be \mt'. And it would be so much morc 
dignified and telling ir the new 'National Liberal' Vuivn, 
especially in its first session, would Jay down principles, and not 
to throw down men." 

It is curious that she should mention MOtmtsluarl EJphin
stone Grant Duff, at the time Governor of Madras having earlier 
been Under-Secretary of State for India, with whom she had 
<:orresponded. Curious in that DUiferin, too, had mentioned 
him though only by way of illustrating the embarrassment that 
might be caused if Lord Reay were to preside over the Congress. 
Hume in his letter to Ripon quotes Dufferin as saying; "Con· 
sider how awkward it will be for Lord Reay. if Grant Duff's 
administration comes to be severely criticised whilst he [ReayI 
is 'in the chair'." In the event. however, Florence Nightingale's 
fear proved groundless. There is no record of any personal at
tacks On Grant Duff or other British officials in high places. The 
language of discourse heard in the hall of the Gokuldas Tejpal 
Sanskrit College was in the main a model of decorous and cven 
plaintive persuasiveness which was so often to be intoned at 
Congress sessions over the next quarter of a century and more. 

The tone was set by the President himself-Womcsh Chunder 
Bonncrjee, the first among those to whom Dr. Pattabhi Sitar'l~ 
mayya in his The HiSTOry of the Indian National Congress aptly 
refers as "our lndian Patriarchs", and who were to dominate 
the policies of the organisation during its formative phase. The 
Special Corresponde-nt of the Reis and Rayyet in his "Pen-and~ 
Ink Sketch" described him as '"a fine lall figure. with a handsome 
face. aJ'ld a graceful tlowing beard, with a splendid unimpcach~ 
able address. with suave manners ... and uddcd to this an almo:.t 
mUfiical tone in his rich voice and correct pronunciation." "His 
dress was English, his every attitude, sitting or standing:. was 
English, his gestures were English, from a gentle wave of his. hanu 
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to a :.lighll0SS of the head," he wrole, "he looked. in facL every 
lnell an Englbhm.an. And yet, for aJJ thut, he looked every inc:. 
a Hindoo." A truly remarkable paradox which Macaulay's 
ghost, ifhe had been anywhere around the precincts of the Gokul
das Tejpal Sanskrit College that day, would llave recognised as 
the fulfilment of the dream hybrid his educational system was 
dc!.igned to produce. 

He had been elected unopposed, his name having been prO
posed by Allan Octavian Hume and seconded by S. Subramania 
lyer and K.T. Telang. His election, although Bengal had only 
a token representation at the gathering in Bombay, was partly 
no doubt in ft,'{:ognition of his personal qualities and profes
sional eminence. But it W'.iS also clearly intended to be a gesture 
of propitiation towards Beng-d.1 and, in particular, Surendranalh 
Banerjea whose Indian Association had a political edge at the 
time over the newly-born Congress and with whom Bonllcrjee 
wa. .. on terms of' close friendship. 

His opening speech wa. .. modulated on a defensive n\)te. He 
started by paT'".lphrasing the four objects of the Congress as they 
had been set out in the circular that had gone out. The~e, he said, 
were to "promote personal friendship and intimacy" amongst 
,111 who were working for the good of the country; to consolidate 
"sentiments of natio1lal unity" by eradicating through "direct 
friendly personal intercourse of all possible r<1ce, creed or pro
vincial prejudk:cs" aml)TIJ:,rst all those who loved India: to ascer
btin "the matured opinions of the educ'lted classes in lndia on 
~ome of the more important and pressing social questions of 
the day'·; and to determine "the lines upon and methods by 
which during the next twelve months it is desirable [or natiw 
politicians to labour in the public interests.·' 

"Surely," he .. rgued, "there was nothing in these objects [0 

which any sensible and unprejudiced man could possibly t ... kc ex
ceptiL\n" -nothing which could justify "condemning the proposed 
Congress as if it were a nest of conspirators and disloyalists." 
He was fulsome in his verbal homage to Caesar. "Much," he 
acknowledged, "has been d{'nc by Great Britain for the benefit or 
India, and the whole country is truly grateful to her for it." "BuC, 
he added, "a great deal still remains to be done ... I think that 
our des-ire to be governed according to the ideas of Government 
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prevalent in Europe is in no way incompatible with our 
thorough loyalty to the British Government. All that we desire 
is that the basis or the Government should be widened and that 
the people should have their proper and legitimate share in it." 

This ~ns a fair summing up of the exlent- -and the Jimits
of the demands which tIle mainstream Indian politicians of 
the day were prepared to press upon the British Government 
however pusillanimous they may sound today. The nine resalu· 
tions or rather eight, since the ninth was a purely organisational 
matter concerning the date and venue of the next session. which 
t..'ame up for di~cussion by the Bombay Congress were framed 
carefully within these Jimits. Nevertheless in the course of the 
debate Oll them the colonial system of governance and some of 
its inequities were brought under sharply critical scrutiny and a 
firm base-line was established from which effective assault could 
be mounted and expanded. 

The fOlLrlh resolution on the order paper, for instance, was 
moved by another of the Congress' "P'.ltriarchs" who was later 
to be affectionately styled the Grand Old Man of India, Dada
hhai Naoroji. The resolution called for the holding of simul
taneous and identical competitive examinations in England and 
India "for first appointments ill various civil departments," of 
the Indian Civil Service, and for the qualifying "maximum age 
of candidates" to be raised "to not less than 23 years." This was 
aimed at enabling Indians to compete on something like equal 
footing with the British. It also demanded that all other "first 
appointments (excluding peonships and the like) should be filled by 
competitive examinations held in India." 

Speaking on this resolution, which was to become a hardy 
annual at future Congress sessions liU the deJU;l.nrl it embodied 
was partly conceded, Dadabhai Naoroji took lhe opportunity 
to link it with his theory of economic drain from India to Brit
ain--a theory which in its germinal form was first fonnulated 
alma:.t half a century earlier by Rammohun Roy in one of the 
papers which be submiUed to a Parliamentary Cmmniuee. 'The 
sole cause ()f the extreme poverty and wretchedness of the mass 
of the people," he maintained. "is the- inordinate employment 
(If foreign agency in lhe Government of the country and the c(ln~ 
sequential material loss to, and drain from, the country .... The 
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present English rule is no doubt till! greatest blessing india has 
ever had, but this one evil of it lluUific:-. complete!y all the good 
it has achieved." Curiously, or perhaps not so curiously sinee 
his constituency, the Eurasian community, expected equally to 
benefit from it, D.S. White, President of the Eurasian Assoda* 
tion. in an impromptu intervention, supported the resollllion 
and wanted ,'to stop the importation of boys rrom England at 
great expense, and to abolish the civil service, utilising, both 
from England and India, men of experience and reputation." 

Others speaking on other resolutions did not mince their 
-critical words either. Pherozeshah Mehta a moderate among 
lt10derates, neverthcles:s characterized the existing Legislative 
Councils as "merely shams" where "truth is always buried., . 
nev,!r allowed to rise to the surftlce," This was hardly 1>urpris· 
ing since the existing "Supreme" Legislative Council and Provin* 
{;iui Legislative Councils had no elected membership and COllSis. 

tcd of officials and hand-picked men. The Congress a,,,keu for 
"the admission of a considerable proportion of elected members". 
It wunted the creation of similar legislative bodies in the North* 
Weslern Province and Oudh (U.P.) and the Punjab while at 
the same time urging greatcr powers for the Councils, including 
the pONer to consider all Budgets and "interpellate the Executive 
in regard to all branches of the administration." ]t did not as yet 
go so far as to claim for the Councils the powel or decision by 
a majority votc. But it called for a machinery in the form of 
a Standing Committee of the House of Commons "to receive and 
consider any formal protcsts that may be recorded by majorities 
of such Councils. against the exercise by the Executive of the 
power, whkh would be vested in it, of overruling the deci~i(lns 
of such majlJrilies." 

its jjrst rcs,~lution, however, was a reminder to the Briti~h 

Government of its promise of an inquiry into the working or 
the fndian Administration. bnth in Jnuia and England; and it 
rec,))llmended "earnestly" that the inquiry '·should be entrusted 
to ,I R\)yal Commission, the people of India being adequately 
repr':~l!nted thereon, and evidence taken both ill lndia and En&* 
IUllll."· The neXt resolution called for "the abolition of the Coun~ 
eil of the Secretary of Sta.te fnr Inola, U:i at present constituted." 
It c(ln~idcrl'd its abolition as "the necessary prelimiu."U'y to aU 
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other reforms", and P. Ananda Charlu. who seconded the rcsolu~ 
tion, described it a~ "mainly little else than un oligarchy of f(\~5i
Iised Indian administratnrs" while Annie Besant much lati'r 
was {n·call it "india';; Old Man l1fthe Sea", It jo. perhaps. rcrti~ 

nent to remark that India's Old Man of the Sea mamtged ttl sur
vive all the uncharitahle things said ab,mt it by su<:c~ssi\'e ~{ncfit
tions 01 Congress 1eaders almost till the "traDsfer of power", 
though in later years it was lalgely 11 decorttLive appendage of the 
India Office intended Itt provide sinecure,. for "Joy<~lists" of the 
Raj. 

The first three re~nlutions of the Bombay Congress were con
cerned with the gcnerJ.i administrative .tnd institutional politic,tl 
reforms. They were all aimed at introduclion of a degree of public 
accountability and popular representation into a system and 
structure which had been hitherto impervious or refr.actor}' to 
any such principles. The fourth resolution was directed at secu
ring a grealer Indian share of the more juicy spoils of bureau
cracyand it is anybody"s guess whether the Congress lead'zr:'i of 
the daY-(lf later-were aware that in pressing thi" daim Ihey 
were not, parado:dcal1y, strengthening the Raj since. if conceded. 
it would lend to r~inforcc the layers of Indian vested int(:r;:~l$. 
in the perpetuation of British rule in India. 

The next three resolutions, however, touched on hi~hly se:mi~ 
tive areas of British policies and the Times must have had them 
in mind when it said that some of the resolutions passed by the 
Fitsl Congress "appear to us sQmething more than questionable." 
Not that they openly trespassed into the re<,Jm llf imperial and. 
foreign policy. The Congress "Patriareh~" knew, consci(}us!y nr 
subconsciously. that foreign policy is a function of ~cvereignty. 
and they were not quixotic enough ye' to lay cktims to any ~uch 
thing, B\ll they did enter a protest against "the pr()po~cd i!1cr-.::ase 
in the military expenditure of the empire," The Hflh resolution 
considered the increase as "unnc(,.'Cssary, and regard being had tl) 
the revenues of the Empire and the exi~ting circumstances ,)1' the 
country, excessive." P. Rangaiah Naidu from Madras moving 
the resolution pointed out that the military expenditure had 
increased by fifty per cent since IS57; that it could be cut by 
changing the "policy ()f suspicion and distrust for a generous. 
and confiding one" and by improving the "Native Army" and 
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accepting the enrolment of people as volunteers instead of import..; 
ing European soldiers. Tht! resolution was seconded by Dinshaw 
Wacha who. says Annie Besant ill her HoI!' India Wrought for 
Freedom. hi!'ttory of the first three decades of the Congress, 
-"made the first of many gr.;:at Congress speeches. an able and 
exhaustive review of the military position, cruelly unfair to Tndia 
and placing on her mllst unjust burdens:' 

At all events. the sixth resolution pleaded, "if the increased 
demands for military expenditure are not to be. as they ought 
to be. met by retrenchment, they ougllt to be met, firstly. by 
the re~imposition of the customs duties" whose abolitiOil. as 
Annie Besant rightly said. "had robbed poverty-stricken India to 
enrich wealthy Lancashire:' The resolution also offered cerLain 
other fiscal suggestions for meeting innated costs of t'he British 
military establishment in India <Lnd further urged "that Great 
Britain should extend an imperial guarantee to the Indian debt" 
much of it incurred, not to advance any Indian interest, but in 
pursuit (If imperialist ends. 

This led logically and naturally to the seventh resoluLion 
moved by Pherozeshah Mehta deprecating "the annexation or 
Upper Burmah" and added that "if the Government unfortuna
tely decide on annexation. the cntin: country of Burmah should 
be separated from the Indian Viceroyalty and constituted a Crown 
Colony, as di,.tinct in all matters from the Government of 
this country as is Ceylon [new Sri LankitJ." The intention, 
demonstrably, was for the Congress from the very moment of 
its inception to dissociate itself rrom the expansionist aims of 
British imperialism and to proclaim utbi el orbi, and espech.1!y 
to the neighboUTing countries, that the Tndian people were no 
party to the use of India as u. base for the foisting ()f colonial 
bllndage upon them. It is important to stress this because eVe!l 
some sympathetic British historians sometimes fall into the 
error of believing that the Jndian National Congress at heart 
approved of the British "forward p(llicy" because il fed their 
dream of a "Greater Tndia." 

The penultimate rcsoluti,'n at the Bombay session concerned 
the pUblicising and broadcasting of the decisions it had taken 
throughollt the country. These were to be "communicated to 
the Political Associations in each provine.;:." They were to be 
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"requested, with the heJp of similar b,)dies and other agencies 
\\'ithin their respective pro.inces. to adopt such measures as they 
ml'.y .:,msider calculated to advance the ~cttlement of the variou!' 
qu~stiofi5 dealt with ill these re!'oJutil'HS." Strangely, howevct', 
Il,'lhing was said aboul setting up even a ~keletaJ stalI and official 
machinery to deal with any residual business or corresrolldenc~ 
ffi_ml the interested public and the provincial political a55m'ia
tions ,\-hich had been askcu to spread the Congress messa.ge, 
Ntlf was it thought nCl.:essary to eJect or nominate office-bearer:. 
Ihl)llgh there probably W3$ a tacit assumption Ibat Hume would 
c<>l1tintlc to act as Je /ill'/o GCllcrai Secretary, and W.e. Bon
ncrjee who had presided over the Bombay ses~ion would provide 
the ult imate authority of reference even if there is nothing explicit 
~)n r~cord to sugg~S{ that presidency was conceived, as it bccarn¢ 
Jater. tl continuing ill~tituti(ln in-between successive sessions. 
Indeed, like 111C nymphs and the loitering heirs nf thedty dircl:
tor:; jn T.S. Eliot's W(.stdilliCf. the First Congress dispersed even 
without leaving a p(l~tal addrc~s behind, 

For the ninth-and the last-resolutioJ1. mClvcd by Hume 
who for some reason was listed as hailing from Bengal though 
he lived in Simla, merely said that the Indian National Congress 
would "reassemble next year in Calcutta and sit on Tuesday, 
the 28th of December 1886. and the next succeeding days," And 
thut was all. 

Not quite all. it seems, F(lr before the curtain was finally 
rung down on the show which had cost its organisers approxi
mately Rs. 3,000 (or roughly two hundred pounds at the then 
rate of exchange), the delegates Qf rcpre:;entatives did not forget 
to acknowledge a debt of honour to "the ~o1ilary Britoll" in that 
"motley assembly"- there was an )thet Briton. William Wed~ 
dcrburn but being an official he had to remain very much back
s\<lge-Alkm Octavjan Hume who had dOlle alrnostal! the run
ning b\lth in India and across the seas in Britain during the two 
pr~vious years if not more to make it possible for them h1 come 
together. They gave him ~hrcc cheers, AccLtrding to the Official 
R':-PNt of the Fir~t Ct)ngt'ess: 

"Mr. HUine. after acknowledging the honour done him. 
~aid that, .. he must be allowed to prop0se-on the principle 
(.If better late than never--giving of cheers, and that not only 
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three, but three times three, and if possible thrice that, for one 
the latchet of whose shoes he ,vas unworthy 1I) loose, one to 
whom lhey were all dear, to whom they wore all as children
need he say, Her Most Graciou~ Majesty the Queen-Empress, 
The resl of the speaker's remarks were lost in the storm of ap
plause th~lt instantly burst out, and the asked-for cheers wer" 
given over and over." 

The Freudians may well be inclined to rcad some specially 
revealing meaning into Hume's posture of perfervid self-abase
ment vis-a-vis the Queen-Empress and his reference to her sh,)es 
and the latchet. At least the Marxists and Left generally for 
whom HUlllC lms b~ell a somewhat suspect figure, "a dupe" if 
1101 paid agent of .British imperialism, have said some caustic 
things about him 'and R. Palme Dutl in ilis classic -India Today
ch:.lracteri~Lically noted that "the lowest depths ... of servility 
came, not from the Orientals. but frum the Englishman [.\·jcj," 
which is pod knock-about polemics but more than a little unfair 
to HUTlte who was a truly remarkable man, one of the tribe of 
British eccentrics with a radical conscience whom the Victorian 
era of imperial eXp'dnsion produced as a kind of anti~body and 
who cannot be fitted into any neat I..'ateg.ory. 

For whatever other faults he had, "servility"' was not among 
them. Those who managed the atfairs of "the jewel in tile 
Crown", certainly did not find him amenable and, in fact, m.anag~ 
cd to gel rid of him unceremoniously in 1879 on the ground'! 
of Wlt,lt Dufferin, who did not mind u~ing him for the ends of 
his own policy, called "his impractiC'ability". Others in bureau
cratic hierarchy detested him heartily. Sir Henry Maine ami
ably said of bim that he was "the greatest liar \vho ever c:l1n.e to 
India"; even lIbert. supposedly liberal in his outlook, saw him 
a<; "an incorrigible mischief-maker": and Dufferin paid him a 
backhanded compliment by describing him as being "cleverish, 
a little cracked. vain, unscrupulous and, I am told, very careless 
of truth," 

But if the British establishment, with the exception of Ripon 
with whom Hume seems to have got on famously, regarded himnt 
best a lluisance and at worst an insidiQus and insufferable trouble
maker, it cannot be said that the Congre-ss Patriarchs found him 
"Very pliable or easy to get along with. They admired him greatly; 
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they were grateful to him fOf all the hard work lie did fOf the 
Congress and his organising ability; they could not have done 
without llim during those early and difficult years. But they were 
mostly very discreet men. They chewed every word and phrd.Sc 
thirty-two times. before uttering it. On occa::.iolls, therefore, they 
were upset by his habit of speaking out his mind and calling a 
spade a spade. if not a bloody shovel. For example in the early 
1890s an open letter he had written on the slate of the country 
and his rather alUlmist assessment of the situation seriously 
emharmssed the Congress leadership and men like Dadabhai 
Naoroji had publicly to dissociate themselve~ from his views 
and sentiments in the columns of II/dia. then a monthly. which 
was the organ of the Committee of the Indian National Congress
in England. In the context of his time and season Humc .... vas 
very much Left of Centre rather than Right of it. But all that is. 
another story .... 



CHAPTER II 

A MOY ABLE FEAST 

"india nad f(lUnd her voice," wrote Annie Besant in her 
How India Wrought!or Freedom, "India was realising herself as 
.\ Nation, Strange and menacing was the portent in the eyes of 
some. Splendid and full of hope in the eyes of others. The rosy 
fingers of the Dawn·Maidens had touched the Indian skies!" 
She was, of course. writing nearly thirty years after the eVent 
which she had only witnessed from afar. But her assessment of 
the event and its significance, though without the sentimental 
overtones of her prose style, appears to have been shared by 
others who had witnessed it from dose qu.1.rters and actually 
participated in the deliberations of the First Congress, not least 
by W.c. Bonnerjee who presided over it. By a remarkable coin~ 
-cidence he found himself in the same railway compartment while 
returning to Calcutta as the Russian traveller. J.P. Minayeff. 
Minuyeff wanted to know from him "what pnlctical results they 
expc-ctcd from the conferencc" and S.R. Mehrotra quotes 
Bonnerjce in his The Emergence of rhe Indian Natiollal Congress 
as telling him: "Growth of national feeling and unity of Indians." 

There was in all this necessarily an clement of Coueism. 
Any detached observer at the First se%ion of the Congress would 
have had to be very sanguine to have carried away the impres
SiOll that here was a political organisation which possessed the 
irre<;jsliblc force of an idea whose time had come. Nothing was. 
said and d~1I1e hehind closed doors or at the puhlic meeting afler 
the sc~sinn was tl'Ver 10 set the Back Bay. much less the Indo~ 
Gangetic plain, Oil fire. Little thOltght was given to the organ
isational prohlems. or equipping it with the- instrume-ntalilil's 
and what would Ilowadays be C'dHed "inrrastructure" hl m,tKe it 
an eIT~ctivc vehicle of political pre~sUre_ Altog-ether there was 
<tbout it an air of tentativeness, u.nderlined by the fact thdt while 
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it had an impressive name, it had no local habitation and was. 
not to have one for a very long time to come. The men wlw had 
launched it were nearly all distingtdshed public figures in their 
respective ~pheres, but they were rather like a general staff with 
hardly a soldier to command. 

The Times, always a believer in big baltalions as the ultimate 
arbiter in human and especially Indian alfairs, did not fail to rub. 
in the IJl.oral with a characteristic tOllch of 1JJ..1Iice. It reminded 
the Congress leaders that they m.ay have the gift of the gab. but 
they had no musculature. "Jr was by force that India was won:' 
it wrote, "and it is by force that India must be governed, in what
ever hands the Government or the country may be vested. If 
we were to withdraw, it would be. not in favour of the most 
fluent tongue, or the most ready pen. but the stronges.t arm and 
the sharpest sword .... " The mC~,sage wa.-; clear enough. 

But whatever the helplessness of a fluent tongue and a ready 
pen when confronted with the strongest arm and the sharpest 
sword which the Raj wielded, during the next twelve months the 
Congress cause was to gather considerable momentum and the 
Calcutta session of the Congress was at once much bigger and 
more representative. At! manner of associations and societies 
had met to "elect" delegates to send to CaJcuUa. The nWllber 
of delegates attending the second session was six-fold the num
ber at Bombay---436 to be precise (434, according to Annie Bes.
ant). This great accession of strength was largely owed (0 Bengell; 
instead of a token representation of three at Bombay, it had 240 
delegates at Calcutta. 

This was due not only to easy access which Bengali repre
sentatives had, bIll a political reconciliation in the interval bet
ween Bombay and Calcutta ses:,ions. Surendranath Banerjea, 
one of the most influential poliliea! personalities of the day. the 
"silver-tongued" orator as he was called. had been among Ihe 
"seventeen good men and true" who had aHended a meeting 
at the house of a well-known reformer, Dewan Raghunath Ran, 
in Madnl.s after the Annual Theosophical Convention at Adyar 
at the end of 1884, and had conceived the idea of mobilizing 
support ft)r a movement to further the political aspirations of 
the Indian people-·a meeting which Icd Annie Besant later to 
claim that the Theosophic;11 Convention W<1,S the precursor of 
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the Congress. But for some obscure reason in the subsequent 
planning of the Conference of the Indian National Union \~hjch 
was eventually held at Bombay as the Indian Nati{)!lal Congress, 
Surendranath B.merjea and his ass\lda!e~ were 1101 only flC>1 

consltitcd, but, it scents, not eVen kept au courant of what was 
cooking. 

Understandably, there was rc~entment at this cavalier treat
ment even though there is little on record to show that it was 
publicly aired. What Surendran,.th B;illcrjea did was hastily 
to summon a show of his own under the auspices of the Indian 
Association at Calcutta at the same time and, as has already been 
nott."<1, this effectively kept BengI!.1 away from the Bombay Cong
ress, But, politically, Bengal was crucial then as for a it)llg lime 
to come and. perhaps, still. The conveners of the Bombay 
Congress must have realised this when they chose Calcutta as the 
venue next time and cfl'orts must have been made, possibly 
through W,e. Bonnerjee, to clear up the misunderstanding with 
Surendranath Banerjea in order to win him over and tty to con~ 
solidate [ndian political opinion to face the Tory admhtistmtion 
in Britain. 

Once that was done the Second session of the Congress could 
be planned on a more ambitious scale than what was improvised 
in Bombay. Incvi!'lbly. it was to cost l11ore--Rs. 16.000, But 
m01\ey was not a great problem. Helr was forlhcom.ing from 
the more enlightened of the landed gentry---the Mahamjas of 
Cooch Behar, Darbhanga, Hutwa and Dumraon, and JotendrJ. 
Mohun Tagore and Debendranath Tagorc. Rabindmnath's 
father. To en.o,ure proper hospitality for the delegates-the North
West PrQVltlCe and Oudh had sent 24. Madras 47, Bombay 
and Sind 48 and even the Punjab ami the Ceatral Provinces and 
Bcrar 17 and 10 respectively-W.e. Bonnerjec and Ba.bu Hem 
Chunder Gossain had come forward with their palatial hou~es 
for the usc of the delegates, 

The man chosen to preside over the Calcutta. Congress w,~s 
none other than Dadabhai Naoroji. Already sixty~one, he was 
a man cast in a truly Victorian mould. with his immense capacity 
for work, minute attention to det'lil. and <1 rather innocent faith 
in the efl1cacy of rational argument in human affairs. A friend 
of H,M. Hyndman, a Fabian even before the Fabian Society 
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was itself founded, he was the foremost publicist for lndia in 
his day at home and abroad. To equip himself adequately for 
thi~ resp{)Usibiiity. he lived. as Surendranath Banerjea was nice~ 
Iy to phrase it, "in a sea of blue books." The result of his deep
~ea diving wa~ eventually to be presented (0 the world in his 
!'Olwry and Ul/~British Rule ill India--a pmverful indictment of 
British imperialist economic exploitation of the cnuntry, the 
more telling because, he argued, British rule in India violated 
aU Ih')S·~ principles of governance by which the British swore. 

Naoroji was later briefly to enter the British Parliament on a 
Liberal ticket from Central Finllbury in the genera! election of 
1897, winning his seat by a narrow majority. after having contes
tcd from Holborn uns.uccessfulJy earlier. Indeed, long bdore 
he founded with Humc and others the Indian National C<.:mgress. 
Jle had been among the Indians. who set up the London Indian 
Society in March 1865 "for the purpose of discussing all political, 
social, and literary subjects relating to India, and adopting such 
measures as may be necessary to acquaint the public in England 
with the views and feelings nfthe people of India on all principal 
question~ that may ari~e from time to time:· 

He was in England when the call came to- him to attend the 
Congress session in Calcutta and, curiously. his name was pro
posed for presidency by one of the o-ldest participant:>. Babu 
Joykissen Mukherji.'e, 79, and one of the great lambwners, who 
spoke of himself as "an old man, blind and trembling with age". 
Curiously, because in its later phase the Indian Natiomtl Congress 
was to become an anathema to most of the landed aristocracy 
ill" India whose influence and power were enlisted by the British 
to coutain. and frustrate Cllllgr..:ss policies. But these were early 
da.ys and the Congress seemed to be <1bJe to accomnl<Jdate and 
salcguard the interests 'It !east of a substantial b,)Jy (}f [he land
ed gentry in its programme. 

Unlike the Bombay Congre~s, the first sitting of the Calcutta 
CI)llgrc<,s to-ok place in a public pl:lce·, -at the Town Ha.ll which 
from all ac(:(}unts was packcd to capacity and 1110(<'. The Chair
man of the Reception Commitlcc. Dr. Rajendrala! Mitra, an 
archueologist and scholar of internation.all>tanding, in wekoll1-
iug the tldegatcs saw in t.he Congress there assembkd .. the dawn 
of a better and happier day for India" and "the quickening ,)f 



A MOVABLE fEAST 25 

a ne\v lik" But he also saw a cloud much bigger than a man's 
hand obscuring the daybreak. He reminded his guests and visi~ 
tors, "We Jive. not under a National Government. but under a 
foreign bureaucracy; our foreign rulers are foreigners by birth, 
religion. language. habits. by everything that divides humanity 
into different sections. They cannot possibly dive into our hearts: 
they cannot ascertain our wants. our feelings. OUI aspiratimts." 

This was calculated to strike a responsive chord among his 
audience even though it was spoken. and well spoken. in the ton
gue of the very foreigners who constituted the bureaucracy-a 
paradox which distressed Gandhi when, much later. he was 
pre..;ent at a Congress sel'sion. Dadabhai Naomji in his preli
minary remarks also deplored the Government's refusal to set 
up a Royal Commission of Inquiry while being fully sensible 
that they had agreed to give a Legislative Council to the North~ 
West Province and Qudh (U.P.). Nor did he fail to Jay stress on 
the terrible poverty and destitution of the people and wanted 
the Congress tn proclaim ib concern over the matter with convic· 
tion and loud and clear. 

Later. in his opening address. he told the delegates that the 
Congress "was a purely political body". "A National Con
gress", he insisted, "must confine itself to questions in which 
the entire nation has a direct participation. and it must leave 
the adjustment of social reforms and otherclas",questions to class 
Congresses." But why did he thus limit the scope and reach of 
the concern of the Natiomll Congres"? The answel, perhaps, 
is that he was speaking in Calcuttd, then the capital of India, 
within hearing distance of the residence of the Viceroy. Lord 
Dutrcrin. who had reportedly cautioncd Hume during the talks 
the latter claimed to have had wiLh him prior It) the launching 
01 the Congres...". lO steer clear of social questions kst it should 
get i!~l! inti) hot water besides ~~reatillg no end of trouble for the 
British authorities. His WOlds may wel! have been intended for 
the procllOsular cars fint fOlr away from the TmHl Hall a" a public 
aSSUr.1nce that Dulferin's advice had b:en duly taken to heart 
by the Cnngr.;:ss. 

Dadabhai Nao\(~ii's addn::ss wus couched in a pros.e that 
would have delighted the hero of the Bourgeois Gentillw!Ilme. 
But thost.': wll\l followed him allowed th..::ir doquence and even 
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grandiloquence a free rein. The dizzy heights of ,,(\nnrOU~ rhe
tNie. predictably. were sCilled by Surendranath Banerjca. "Here 
we have befnre us personified," he said resonantly ... the 
incarnate majesty of tile nation. What vision of glory. what pro-
spects of f"'ptUfOUS. joy, unfold themselves before the imag.ina
tion ,.f the poet. the histoJian and the philosopher." Carried on 
the wings ~)f his own imagination. he was persuad::d tha.t "$elf
Government is the ordering ()f nature. the will of Divine Pwvi
deucc" and i11 consequence "every nation must be the arbiter 
of its destinies," ';We are," he added. "on the threshold of a 
new age. We are ",[tnessing a new birth." 

This was heady stuIT. It was mixed v,jth even headier J1n.t~ 

tery of the ruling race. "What is: an Englishman without repre~ 
sentative institutions?"' asked Madan Mohan Mala"iya in a 
maiden speech which, according to Annie Besant, fairly carried 
his audience away with its eloquence: "Why?-not an English
me.n lit all, he is a mere sham, a base imitation .. .'No taxation 
without repre~entation' -th.1.t is the first commandment in thl!" 
Englishman's Political Bible."' This being so, "Hm.v can he palter 
with his comcience and tax us here. his free and educ.ated 
fellow~subjects, a.!( if we were dumb sheep or cattle'?. :' And 
he reinforced his argument with some not very inspiring verse 
bu. which embodied the inspiring thought that liberty "is the 
cause of man" which cannot be confined "within narrow b(lunds.'~ 

In a diffbent but kindred vein which connected with William 
Hou~tc 11 Chambedilin's The Myth (If the Nineteenth Century and 
Gobineau, P. Ananda Charlu, hailing from the South, invoked 
"the Ancient Aryan mind" and blushed audibly ifin the nature of 
lhings, unseen, "fa tho.!(c who in the latter end Qf Ihis boa~ted 
century ()f high civilization. talk as if still might were right and 
not right might." The syllogism was touching. But in between 
the,;e various flights of high, if fanciful. ~entjment some of the 
speakers managed to iminuatc certain harsh facts 01 rndian life. 
Dinshaw Wacha. a close collllborat(l( though not an un~ 

critic;!l disciple of DaJabhai Naoroji, took up the theme which 
the President of the Second Congress had very much at heart 
but had not had time to develop. He spoke of the "incre<'sing 
poverty of vast numbers of the population (If India"; of the stead .. 
ily deteriorating condition of the ryots since J 848: of the flmy 
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milli\.lr·s of people who had to do with one meal a day and even 
less. He had no doubt of the caUSe of thi~ destitutiun. H was 
"the tribute to Great Britain. exported to fructify ther.:-, and 
swell still further the unparalleled wealth of those distant isles, 
never in any shape to return here to bless the country from whose 
soil it was wrung, or the people, the :>weat of whose hrows it re
prcsents." The W;eLY to redress the iniquity was through minimiz· 
ing "the f(}l'eign agency"' al1d eSHtblishing Iepresentative instilu
tions "to el1sure th~ leforrns (sscntial to Nalional prosperit)· ... 

Coming hot-foot from the Punjab where the paternalism 
of British rule-·-the so .. c..l.l1ed "Punjab tradition" which the British 
historians or the Raj have tended to glorify-consisted in not 
sparing the rod, either metltphorica!ly or otherwise, Lala Murli
dhar drew attention to yet one more unacceptablc face of BIiti~h 
imperialisnl--ii.s methods of repression. He told his Congres!> 
colleagues that he l1ad comc to Ca1curta straight from gaol. hav¥ 
ing been tc!eased on bail. convicted without evidence "becallse 
J am considered a political agitator. because I have my own 
opinions and speak what I think without fcar." He was speak
ing on tIle restoration of the jury liy'Stem of trial to its origina.l 
and plenary form before "the innovation made in 1872," 

So the Congress went on for four day~ at the year's end. firlit 
at the Town Hall and later in the room!'. of the British Indian 
Association because they were considered more suitilb!~ to the 
conduct of the bu~iness in hand although. apparently, on the 
third day the Congress returned to the Town Hall. The fourth 
day was the last and concluding day though it is not clear where 
the session was held. but. presumably. being the Hoale. the Town 
H'll1 would appear to have been thc venue. Alt{lgc(hcr. 
compared to nine resolutions discussed at Bombay. there were 
fifteen on the agenda at Calcutta. 

Two of Ihese-"tne thirteenth and fourtcenth-conccIOcd 
organisational matters like lhc decision to set up "Standing Con
gress Committces at all impOitant centres" and fixing the r1ace 
and datc for thc Third Indian Nati,mal Congress session, thc 
plaee being IngicaJly Madras nnd the date December 27, 1887. 
The last resolution was a new departure. II asked for the copies 
of the resolmions passed at the Congress to "be forwarded to 
the RE. the Viceroy in Council. with the humble request, that 
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he will cause the 1st Re~olutj\m to be submitte(l in due C,Hl[SC 

to H.M. the Qucen~Emprcss. that he \~il1 cause alJ the Resulu
tions to be laid before Her Majesty's Secretary of State for India. 
and that he himself will b-~ graciously pleased. in consultutivn 
with hi, colleagues. to accord them his be:;;t consideration," The 
Cungress was "eginning to learn to do its business. It did not 
want its resolutions to be lost on the wind. It wanted formal 
cognizance of them by the powers that were. 

Why the special emphasis on the first resolution. ThlO' 
answer is thar it was also a new departure. At Bombay til'! ch<?ers 
called for the Queen-Empress were, in fact, an afterthought 
on Hume'5 part. But at Calcutta it was thought fit to begin with 
a demonstrative propitiatory gcnuflnion towards the Qucen~ 
Empress. The reason, perhaps, was that next year-1887~was 
the Golden Jubilee of Victoria's ascension to the throne, or a~ 
the resolution put it, "completIOn of the first half century I)f her 
memorable, beneficent and glorious reign:- Any oversight In 

!>ending Her Most Gracious Maiesty "dutiful and loyal congra
tUlations" and wish her "many, many more and happy years of 
rule, over the great British Empire" might h'lVe been misunder~ 
stood and regarded as an act of pas~ive disloyalty by deiaull. It 
was to become a reflexive drill at many subsequent Congress 
sessio;1s over the ned three decades and more. 

However, the obeisance to the symbol of imperial authority 
might well have been, parlly at any rate, tactical. For in the very 
ne;{t resolmion. by implication if not dir~cl assertion, it was 
suggested, whether or not with intended irony must relThlin a 
matter for guessing, that dutlng the "glorious reign" of Her Most 
Gracious Majesty little had been done to mitigate the mise:-y 
of a vast body of the Indian population. Indeed. the Congress 
regarded "with the deepest sympathy" and viewed ';with grave 
apprehensions" the increasing poverty in the country and re
corded its "firm conviction that irtlroduction of Representative 
InstJtulions will prove one (Jf the m.ost important practical steps 
towards the amelioration of the condition of the pC0ple"
a proposition which mllst have sounded like an in~olellt now 
sequitur in the bar~room of the Calcutta ClUb, 

The third and fourth resolutions were even bolder. Having 
got the bit in its teeth, tbe Congress seemed to run away with it. 
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While the third resolution was a reaffirmation of tbe call gin:;) 
in Bombay for the "reform and expansion of b~)lh lh~ Gover
nor-Gcneral's C0unci! and the Pmvincial LegislativcColincils," 
the fourth outlined a d~lailed blue-print for the expansion, re~ 
f\)rm and enlargement Qf their competence and powers. The 
filth resolution was a cnIl issued to "all public bodies and ail 
AS~Qcialions throughout the country, humbiy and earnestly, to 
entreat His Excellency the Viceroy to obtain the sanction of 
Her Majesty's Secretary of State for India. to the appointment of 
a Commission to enquire exhau~tively into the best method of 
introducing such a tentative form of Representative Institutions 
in\() India. as bas been indicated III Resolution III of the past, 
and IV of the present year's COllgress." 

Some of {he other resolutio1s were 111.ore in the nature of 
(Jidf's~memoirt' of what had been passed at Bombay-,-for exam~ 
pic, the tenth resolutioll asking tbat the Indinn Civil Service 
examinations be held :o.imultancously in India and Ellgland and 
the qualifying age for the candidates be raised 10 twen~-three 
years. The eleventh, resolution agajll broke new ground. Not 
content with its Clodl for the extension-or rather restorlltion
t~f the jury sy!>tem of trial, the Congress now urged "3 complete 
sepaf:ltioll of executive and judicial fundions" which, it said, 
had "hecome all urgent necessity·' and needed to be effected 
"without further delay, even though this should, 1Il Sump. Pro
viuces, involve some exira expenditure." 

There was no repetition of the demand for the freezing of the 
military expenditure or meetillg any increases lhmugh re-imposi
tion of the Cu~toms dulies as voiced a1 Bombay. Instead. the 
military question was upproached in a rather circuitous, som;: 
mighl have thought deviolls, way. In the twelfth fcs\)lution at
tcnli.m was drawn to "the unsettled state of public alTairs in 
Europe" and willingness of the people of India to render assist· 
ance to Great Britalll "in the cwnt ~)f any scd()u~ complic:.ltions 
ari~ing" affirmed; and appeal was made to the Government "to 
authorise (under such rules and rcstrictions as may to it seem 
fttting) a system of Volunteering for the Tndian inhabitan{s of 
[he countr)" such as may qu:tlit)t them to support the Govern
ment effectively, in any crisi$:' The intention was unmistakable: 
somchow to perSl'a;t; Uif'l'l~.ij&nenf to}V1part mttitary training 
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to Indians on a wider basis than the strictly limitt:d recruit
ment to the indiJn army allowed. T~) allay any suspicions 00 

the part of tbe authontics that the sugg~slion had an Qrriere
pef/,W/e, it was moved by Raja Rampal Singh from OudIt, a man 
of impeccable credentials of loyally to the Raj, though once be 
got going he seemed to forget him,elf and said that whilst Indians 
were deeply grateful to Go\ernment for aU the good thC'lt it had 
don~ luem. "We cannot be grateful to it for degrauing our 
natures, for systematically crushing OUt 01 us all martial spirit, 
for converting a race of soldiers and heroes into a timid flock of 
quil!driving sheep .... " 

An innovation at the Calcutta Congress was the setling up 
or a committee under the chairmanship of the Congre~s Presi
dent, Dad:tbhai Naoroji, "to consider the Public Service Ques
tlOll and report thereon to this Congress," The committee, COll

<;isting of sixteen persons, including the Chairman, was fairly re
prc~el\tative of all the Presidencies and Provinces and had three 
Muslim members, which suggests that the Muslim participation 
in the Congress wa~ not negligible. It duly reponed to the ses
sion within forty-eight hour!: and its eight-point plan for dealing 
with the question was approved by the whole Congress. The 
reason for attending to the Public Service question wjth despatch 
was not fir to seek. Lord Dufferin had appointed a Public Service 
Commission to go into the question of simt.ltaneous examina
lions for the covena'lt,:d service and increase in the number of 
lndians employed. Evidently it was considered important by 
the Congress to come forward with proposals which bad the sup
port of the political elite and as quickly as po,sible so that the 
Commission should not become just a converrient device for the 
Government to go on stalling on the question, 

The final resolution, like the futh resolution, indic<ltcd that 
the Congress was not content just to pass resolutions as Platonic 
exercises. If it was not yet in a position to build up any physical 
pressure behind them. it nevertheless wanted them to be duly 
registered in quarters where Jay the power of decision. So, unlike 
at Bombay, it decided that copies of its resolution be forward. 
ed to the H.E. the Viceroy·in-Council, with the request that 
he will cause the first resolution to be submitted to H. M. the 
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~uc~n~Emprcss and the rest of the resolutions "10 be laid be
fore Her Ml.tje~ty·s Secretary of State for India, and that he him" 
self wil! be graciously pleased, in consultation Witll his colJ..:agues, 
to accord them his best consideration." Politically, it was ob" 
viously bt.'Coming a little more professional. 

The Viceroy, of course, would have had his OWl1 sources of 
inf,)m'.<llion on wh~'t the Congress leaders had been up to. But 
by ollkiaUy placing them on his table they no d0Ub[ wanted soml! 
oJlicial acknowledgement from him if Ilot an official reaction. 
His attitude towards the Congress seems still to have been at 
Icast not unfricnilly. True, the invitations which it had sent to 
the members of his Council had been rctumed. But thjs eQuId 
be explained on the perfectly proper ground that ofllciaJs could 
not attend political gatherings as lhat would identify them with 
particular politic-al groupings and associations which was highly 
UlldcsirJ.ble. And to show that he had no ill-will towards the 
Congress he received some of its leaden as "distinguished visitors 
to the capital" and also invited them to a garden party while 
making it clear that he was not asking them as Congress repre
sentatives. only as individuals. 

But there is Iiule doubt that hostility to the Congress am.ong 
the diehard "Anglo-India" and diehard oircles in Britain was 
beginning to well up. The Times. which had taken the Bombay 
~essjon with mild amusement and a minatory wagging of the 
-editorial finger at it, weighed in with heavy invt-"Ctivc describing 
the Congress as an affair put up by "discontented phl.ce-seekers. _. 
men of straw, with Htlle or no lilake in the country ... persons 
of c()Dsiderable imitative powers" but of "total ignorance of the 
real problems of Government." All the same, it was worried 
that "delegates from all these talking clubs might become a 
'Serious d,lOger to public tranquilJit{'. 

Hard words, however. break no bones; nor do they prevent 
tIling!> which have some inner potential of groW1h from growing. 
It must have been already clear to any modemtely well-informed 
anu perceptive observer that the Congress was not just ;J. flashv 

in-the-pan organisation, a kcrbsidc political operator here today 
and gDl1C tomorrow, but was emerging as a serious interlocutor 
on the national scene. How many Sta.nding Congress commit
tees at the various important centres were actually set up as the 
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thirteenth resolution enjoined is not known. But Madras, which 
was chosen to host the Third session of the Indian Nalional C;)n~ 
gress, appears to have taken its responsibility seriously. We havcit 
on the authority of Annie Besant that "'as early as May 1st, HIS" 
a strong Reception Committee of some 120 members was form~ 
ed, with R2.ja Sir T. Madhava Rao as Chairman, and embrac
ing Hindus of all castes, Muhulnmadans. lndian Christians and 
Eurasians .... Every town of over 10.000 inhabitants was asked to 
form a sub-committee, and a vigorou~ political propaganda was_ 
carried on, 30,000 copies of a Tamil COllgress Cf1Iechism by 
Mr. Veeramghavachariar, being distributed. A striking proof of 
the result of this was the fact that Rs. 5.500 were contributed by 
8,000 subscriptions varying from anna one to Rs. 1.8 and an~ 
other Rs. 8.000 varying from Rs. /.8 to Rs. 30. Poor people even 
sent collections frtlm Mandalay. Rangoon, Singapore and the
eastem islands." 

If on one end of the scale were found "the names of the Rul
ing Princes of Mysore. Travancore and Cochin, and their High
nesses the Mahar&.ja of Vizianagaram and the Raja of VenkuL.1.
giri", at the other end werc anonymous labourers who had con
tributed the aunas they could ill afford to part with. But, apart 
from collecting subscriptions, the Standing Congress Committees. 
were called upon to send up issues for discussion. It was serious 
political preparation and it paid dividends. Seven hundred dele
gates WCfe elected, though only 607 parlicipated~nearly fifty 
per cent more than the number which mustered nt Calcutta. 

There seems to have been competition among the Presidency 
capita.ls in a good cause. At Calcutta Bengal had managed to
bring in the largest contingent-240, counting Bihar, Orissa and 
Assam which were. in a manner of speaking, still satcHite re
gions of Beug-d.l. Madras outdid Bengal's performance. Its quota 
of delegates to the Madras session was 362. Next in the !e:~guc 
table came Bombay and Sind, with 99. follov,'cd by Bengal which 
sent 79 and the North-West Province and Oudh with 45. The 
Central Provinces sent 13 and the Punjab trailed behind them \vilh 
only nine, though it had elected 42, according to Annie Besanl. 
Distance was probably tile inhibiting factor. And distance is not 
just u sp,ttiaJ concept but also a psychological onc. so that the 
peninsula below the Vindhyas wu.s to remain for the Punjabis. 
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u kind of terra illcogniw until almost the post-indepenuence 
perind. Another significant fe,tturc of the representati')ll. Ildtcd 
by Annie Besant \vho with her experience of w\)rking das$ 
struggle in Britain was more observant in these matler~ than 
Indian ob~ervcrs. was that there were 45 "ryots", presumably 
pea"ants, and [9 artisans among the delegates. A token pre~eJlce, 
110 doubt, but a porlent (If things to come. 

Both at Bombay and Calcutta the C,mgrcss l1au met :md 
transactcd its business wil11in four walk Pcrhars this wa~ not 
wlwlly appropriaie in a country where aU the great epic dr:lIltas 
have always been enacted in the open air Madra~, at any rate, 
had the novel and yet hi"lllrica!ly logical idea of put ling up a great 
marquee, or Pandal. in Macb.y·s Gardens for it 10 hold its ~e$si()n, 
Jt was large enough to :lccnmmc>dalc 3.000 persom, but none 
too large as it tllmed out. Forapart flom the delegates. "so-me three 
thousand spectators" ll..%ewLbled "in and around the great tcnL" 

The Chairman of the Reception Committee, T. Madhuv:l. Rao. 
was able tn say only a fo,!"w words of wcbmLe, hcing ill and frail. 
The rest of his speech was read out by C. V. Sundarama Sa"trL 
As had become customary, he had flattering Ihings to say about 
Ihe ruling race. The Congress, he claimed, must appear "to 
well-balanced minds .. ,the soundest triumph of British adminis
tration, and a crown of glory to the great British nation." But 
he was equally emphatic about the reality of lndia's nationhood, 
For he said that to the "unprejudiced observer" the Congress 
would bring the conviction that, "varied as the castes and creeds 
and races of India" might be, "there is still a powerful bond of 
union which makes our hearts vibrate with sympathy Ultd mutual 
love, and a com.mon affection for our Mother-country." 

Eleclion of the President followed, W.e. Bonnerjce prop,)Sed 
and S. Subramania lyer seconded the n.une of Badruddin Tyabji, 
a Bombay burrister \\h~l was later to be raised to the Bench and 
who belonged to the reft>rmist <;ciwl11 of thought UIll\.)llg the 
Muslims, like Sir Syed .\hmad Khan who fc)unded the Aligarh 
movement, but, unlike Sir Sycd. wholly averse to using contes
sionalism as a politi<:al lever lo advance narrowly sectarian inter
Cf.ts. By choosing him. tn pre.,ide over the Cong]es~ its !eadership 
intended \0 demons.trate in the only way open to it that it was 
a secular body commillcd to p.dvancing the cause of the Indian 
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people as a whole rather than any confession or chapel. 
Rtdruddin Tyabji·:. presidential address was marked by a rare 

db~CllCC of rhetoric which was more than compensated ror by il;., 
cqu.tlly r;lrc lucidity or phrasing and ring of~inccrity. He wId his 
audience that he had n~11 been presem either at tlte Bombay Of 

th~' CtlcuUa sessio!l~ (If the C011gress. What had brought him 
(0 i\hdra~ and induced him, in the pre~cnt state ()f his health, to 
undatakc the grave resp;,m~ibililies of presiding over the ddi
beruth,lI)s of the Congress. he said. "has been an earnest de"ire, 
on my part, to prove, ~l'" fur as in my power lies, that I. at least. 
1l(l1 merely in my individual capacilY. but as representing the 
Anjumal1~i-ls:lam of Bombay ,~do not con~ider that there is. any· 
thing \\ hatever in the position or the relations uf the different 
communities of Jndia---be they Hindus, rvJu»sulnums, Parsees, 
or Chri~tians,---which should induce the leaders of anyone com
munity to stand aloof from the others in their efforts to obtain 
tho~e great general reforms. those great general rights, \"hich arc 
for the common benefit of us alL.. ,I f0r one am utterly ut a 
loss hl understand IAhy Mussulmans should n.o1t work shoulder 
to shuulder with their feUlHv countrymen of other races and 
creeds. for the common benefit of all." He abo did not miss the 
opportunity to eautitlll "those \\1\0 recklessly charge us 
with di~loynlly"--me,ming. obviously, the Blimps among tbe 
bureaucracy and what W;I~ known as "Angkl-India",--that their 
conduct resemblt:s that "of the foolish woodman who was lopping 
the very branch (lfthe tree upon which he was standing." 

But if the President of the Madras Congress eschewed all 
rheh1ric. others werc c,m~lilutiollally incapable of talking in 
anything: but the language of rhetoric. "We unfurl:' said SurCll
dmnath Banerjea, "(he banner of the Congress, and upon it 
are v.ritten, in character!. Llf glittering guld. '\"hich none may 
emtCc. the great words or thi~ Resolutiun [the second on the 
uacnda c.'llline: for reforms or th.: G,)\ernor-Ueneral's Council 
a~d (h~ Provi~eial Legi~!ativ.: C,luncibl: 'Repre~cnt:nj\'c Institu
tions f\)f lndia'." fndccli. by now this uemand was no longer 
being v,)iceu SOllO )'oe('. but had become a loud and clear refrain. 
A~minj Kumar DUll. f,lr instanCe". called on Congressmen to 
bestir thcm ... c!ves and ·'go lmward~. u\) !l(~t cease t(~ agitate---
agitat.::, agitate, agitate," Nl)t llUly Gladstone, but such unlikely 
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persons <t'i Sir Rich;lrd Temple and Sir JI)Jm Lawrence were 
invoked to provc that the elective principle and representative 
institutions werc essential for a stable government. Alld Pandit 
Bishan N.tntyan Dal', who mnged far and wide ill search of his 
authorities. was particularly .'\cvere ,lit L(lI"d Salisbury for having 
gwnped "Indian:- and Hi}ttentots together as equally outside 
the pale of p~llitkal freedom", apparently unaware that he was 
Ireading dangcrous!y clOSt' to a racist attitude. 

However, one of the !.peeches that attracted lhe most atten
tion and applause was by .m English barri::.ter, Eardley Norton, 
S\)It of John Bruce Norton, who like hi~ father identiHcd him
~elf with fndia, "[ was h)ld yesterday by one for whose character 
an,[ edw .. 1l1ed qualities I cherish a great esteem." he decfared, 
"thal in joining myself with the labourers in this Congress, I have 
earnej for myself the new title of a 'veiled sedilionist', ff it be 
sedition, gentlemen, to rebel against all wrong; if it be sedition 
to insist that people should have a fair share in the administnt.
tion of their own country and atfairs; if it be sediiioll to resist 
tyranny, 10 raise my voice against oppressi,l]1. to mutiny against 
inju~lice, to insi~t upon a hearing before ~e!Hence, to uphold the 
liberties of the individual, to vindicate our common right to 
gradual but ever advancing reform if this be sedititm, [ am 
right glau 10 be called a 'seditionist', and doubly, aye, trebly glad. 
when I look round me to-day, to know and feel I am ranked as 
('Inc among such a magnificent army of 'seditionists'," 

This was strong stuff- .so strong, indeed, that even Bipin 
Chandra Pars impas.sioned declaration of his radical and demo
cmlic faith, Madan Mohan Malaviya's dellunchttion of "an odious 
income-tax, vilely administered and imposed not to meet the ex
pens.es of our own Government, but to provide funds to enable 
Great Britain to armex Bltrma or menal.."e- Russia", and other fiery 
pronouncements by Indian speakers seemed to pale by comparison. 

There were fewer resolutions (1Il the order paper than at Cal
t:utta. A numbC"r of Lhem were repeats. like the plea f\)r radical 
ref\lrm of tile Council::;, Others, like the demuad for restoration 
of the jury ~ystem to its full amplitltdt:", had beCIl dropped, par
tly beca.use there ,~eemed little hope of their evoking any po:,itive 
response from the Government and paftly because they no longer 
Were regarded as m.atters of urgency and priority. Others broke 
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entirely new gwund in sensitive [tr\!;].~ pf [Joliey which had bt .. 'en 
louchl'd upon carlier only indirectly. Such wa" the Clse with re
solutions four and eight. The former harped back to the Queen's 
Prodamatbn whic11. It said, should be given df(.'Ct II), "in view 
of the loyally of Her Majc~tis rndian subjcL'b", by opening: 
the door 10 ··Military Service in ifs higher grades .... to the natives 
of Ihis COl1!llfY" and cstabli~hing "Military Colleges in this COUll

try, whereat the natives of India, as dc-fined by statute, may be 
educated and trained for:t military career as officers "I' the llldiaIt 
Army," In the I\ext resolution. the Congress repeated its call 
10 the Government t,) authorize "a system of volU11teering f{tf 

the Imlian inhal1itants of the cOllntry"-and once ag,~in 0;1 the 
ground "of the unsl:Hlcd state- \)1' public affairs in Europe." 

The eighth resolution mUllt have raised the- eyebrow,> even 
higher in the corridors of power. Once again prote,ting the ioy
<llty or the peoplc, the Congress a~ked for the fepeal of the exist
ing Arms Act (XI t)f 1878) bccau<;c it cast ail "tutmcrited slur ... 
UP(ln the people of this country," In the course or debale (lfi 

this re<;{lll1tion which wa" ''<mimated, almo~t fiery" and "lasted 
f('r ~omc hours", both moral and pragmatic argumcnts WCfe 

advanced in favour of repeal of thc offensive Act. It was pointed 
out, for instance, that while no native of India may possess or 
carry arms without special licence, "Europeans, Eurasians, Neg~ 
roes. Hottentots or Fiji Islander!'. any scum of the earth, even, 
that the ocean Cflf>ts on India's shores, may wear arms unques
tion~d." Hottentots appear to have haunted the delegates as
sembled in Mackay's Gardens for some incxplil .. <tble reason. 
And not only Holtentots; "tigers and Jeopard"", too. For Birill 
Chandra Pal, who seconded the resolution, c.rgued that the repeal 
of the Act would save thOll<illnds of men and women being kil
led by these beasts of prey :md that, in any case {hc Act was 
"wrong in principle, injurious in its effect, and is simply suicidal 
to the Government." But, apparently, outright repeal or the 
Arm.'> Act was considered too radical a demand and an amend
ment wa~ moved to call for modification rath(,f than repe:i1. 
Tbe ref>olution was passed in its amended form which teft it to 
the discretion of the Government to debar individuals or melli

bers of particular communities from bearing ;lnTlS by special edicb. 
Jnconll.. .... tax, it seems, was already becoming a sore point. 
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especiaJly with the lower-income groups; and the Congress 
went ll11 record with a resolution urging the rai~ing of the lax
able minimum to Rs. 1.000. The next resolution. number seven in 
the list, was more important and. called upon the Government 
"having regard !\) the poverty of the people ... to eJahorate a 
sYl>tem of Tedmical Education, suitable to the conditIon of the 
country, to encourage indigenous manufactures by a more 
~trkt observance of the orden;, already existing. in regard 
h) utilising such manufactures for Stote purposes. and to employ 
more extemive,y, than at present, the skill and talenls of the 
people 01' the country." A re:l.ture of the debate on this regnluti(~n 
was the intervention "by 11 working carpcnter ... with two other 
artisans from Tanjore." 

For the first time since I\S formation, moreover, the COil

gress gave some attention 10 organisational problems. By the 
VCr}' first resolution it passed, it set up a very representative 
committee of more than thirty lending delegates "to consider 
what rul;:~, if any, may now be usefully framed in regard to the 
constitutIOn of the Congre~s." The Committee was instructed to 
repor~ , ... itt-in three day..; that is by December 30. This it did 
through Allan Octavian Hume. It proposed a long set of tenta
tive rules which obviously could not be comidered at thal sesi>.ion. 
A resQlution~·number nine-- was passed 10 t!l~ etn:ct that the 
dmft rules "stand over for consideration till next COllgre~;s, but 
that, in the meantime. copies be circulated to all Standing Con
gress Committees, with the request that they will, during the 
coming year, act in accordance with these rules, so far as tills 
may seem to them possible and desirable, and report ther~on 
to the Tlext Congress, with such furthcr sugges!ions as h) them 
may seem meet." 

The debate on the first resolution had revealed ~ome divi~ 
'Sion of opinion. A body of delegates evidently cOll~idt"red it too 
soon to lay down hdrd and fast rules which might inhibit the 
growth of the Congress. An amendment was moved by R.P . 
.Karandikar aimed at circumscribing the terms of reference of 
the Committee entrusted with drafting the ru!.::s dcfining the COl1S~ 
titutionat I'rame 01' Ihe Congress. More time arId experience, 
it w[\s argued, was needed. However, he withdrew his amendment 
on oppeat by the President, At (.II! events, those who wanted 
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ruNe time f~)r thought on rules govcming the working of the 
Congress were to get time enough to chew the whole mal ter .,s 
things turned out. 'M(,:anwhilc t\tere were crilkai voices COIll

pll'lining that Congressmen did little \\ork in betv.een the ~e~slOns 
and sat on their haunches if not worse. 

At one [Ioint during the Madras "ession a somewhat delicate 
poinf impinging on religious susceptibilities \vas raised, whether 
to create mischief or through eXcess of C!.HlfcssiO!l;lJ rervour~ 
must remain a matter for speculation. A red herring, or rather 
the sacred cow. was trailed across the field of Jiseu~"ion when 
somebody wanted the Congress to ca:! fOf a ban on cow ~!<tugh-
1er. Fortunately. however. Ihe issue was Ileatly side-stepped 
through it compromi~e formula accepted on all sides and which 
later became a firm conven.tion of the Congre:;s bv which if anv 
proposal came up affecting a particular class ~r communit):, 
and to which it objected through its delegates, even if they were in 
a mirwrity, then it :;h0Uld not be taken up. A Scylla was thus 
effectively aV(,idcd. But not lhe recurring Charybdis \\'hlch ~\eIl
tual!y led 10 the exclmion of a va~t area of socia! COllct:1ll from 
$ecn!ar scrutiny based on humanbtie elhks and morality. 

With all the three presidency capital:> having Iwsted the 
Congress in tum. it was decided that the Fourth s~ssion of the 
Congress be held on Dec<!mber 26. 1888. :It Allahabad right at 
the heart of the Indo-Gangetic plain and th(' Nnlluence \)1' !h~e 
rivel"5 pf India-t\H'. the Ganga and th'.! Yamuna. visibl(' t()' 

the naked eye and the third the Saraswati visible .mly t\l {he 
eye of taith. The criticbm of the C()ngrc~:; mad\: during the 
Ml,dras session that it tended to lapsc into pa~~i\'ity in bctwi!cn 
the sessions would seem h} have gone home. During the intcrv;d 
between Madla~ and Allahabad the Congre~~ had no! allowed 
grass to gnl\ .... under ils fct't. 11' had ll!H.krtakcn what by the 
standard~ of the day see11lcu a Yigor,'u~ propaganda <Inti publi
city campaign to spread its message. if not t1l111ughout lhc Cl~un
try, at lea~t ill most urban centrc~. No.>/ had its WOld fallen on 
<l1ttlgether Mony ground. Annie Bcsam recorded'. "The dc\';:I
opmcnt of the C\mlpeS$ movement during: ]gS8 was \'<:ry gr.::at: 
hundreds of thousands of pamphkts and leaflets were di:.tribu
ted. Hundred.~ of men tmvelled and ga\'c lectures. ami. as II. 

resulr, three millions of men "tonk a direct part in the elections 
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f()r the delegates.' Tn Calcutta the women of ~ome of the high'~st 
Hindu families discussed the "Kangress" and in Allahabad. 
some even quarrelled with old friends because they \Ven:: 'anti'; 
some even did pujn for it.. ' :' 

Even if her account is partly discounted a~ that of a rnrtisan 
and all enthusi:l'>t, ('here is evidence enough that th(; C\)Ilgress 
idea had caught on ilnd wus attracting natillO-wide support. 
The best proof of this was furnished by tile dramatic change of 
the Government attitude towards it. Duil'erin :tl1lt his advi~er,i 

had been willing to extend a measure of [1;1!ronag'~ tow~trd~ it 
<1.,,, long as it behaved like a house-trained 1121. gave a hark !lr 

two at decent internds, and then carne to heel at cOlllmand. That 
explained hi~ condeseen<;.inn in r~cclving some of the ddegat~s 
at Calcutta. a.nd the Go·vcnlor of Madra~ h~lu evell g,)I1'.' furth1!r. 
It WlIS said that Lord C,mn.:manl. who had succeed1!d Gfa.nt 
Duff, had hdpcd th~ Madras Rec~pti~m c,)mmtttec with ~up· 
plies of ()dds and ends rrom Governll1>~l1t House, Madras, indeed. 
was the high watermark (If the strange aqd always un-:~a<;y hl)a~y-
11100n bctwct~n the agencies of the ruling. pnw~r and th,~ en
gres~, SO,lO ",ner that the relati,mship b<;-gan to turn S,IUr. 

Why? There mU$t have b~n mun)' reaS(lIlS. BUI ll11! ,)1' 
the reasons could haw been Humc, the defaCl/J Gencl'a! S"::CI·<.:t~lry 
of the Congres~. He had an inconvenient habit nf olltsp0kcn
ness, He wag IlCIt inhibit1!d like hi ... Indian collahon'ltors, ,\ speech 
he mad~ at Allahabau {'!1 April 30. 18Ht'S, on the theme uf'·lndian 
National C()ngre~s, it';. Origins. Ail'l~ and Objectives"', lVas 
intended to ex-pl.tin an.LI justify lh..:: C1ngr<!s5 stand <llld what 
it wa.s trying to d(). It had the oppo-;lrc elfcet. The :1tl1horities 
did not receive it w.::ll and thought he wa .. b~ing checky. stirring 
up thing~, c."Qiting pa~si,)!l~ and. ··Ic<ting I,)\)se rlue,::,," that neither 
he /lor the C\)ngrcss w\)uld he abl<.: to C,)ntrl)!. UHer thaL ye:u -
in October~therc was ;til ~x:.;hang,~ l1r ktters b~tw.:en Sir Auek
land CHlvin. Lieutenant·G(lwrn,~r of the Nortll-West Pr<)VillC..! 
Rod Oudh. ami Hutnt':, Sir Auckland, a:,;ctytJing to Wedderbum, 
was an able administrattlr and even clairn.:d to bc!,)ng to.) the 
"Libe-wl OlTIcial Camp". But he was pl'"bably irritated with !'h~ 
C)ngre~s fN having decided tll invadt! his jeal,msly gllard~d 
fief by holding its alllUlal session unde, his very nU7>~, 

Sir Auckhmd's letter mn to twenty pages of prillt; Hume, 
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\; ilh \',1lt)m brevity \\as lwt the !'oul of wit. replied in ~ixty pages. 
Th~' c()frc!-op,ln<ience was later published by the Committee vf 
th" Indian National C()ngre~s in London and its journal Ilielia 
tlmk'r II'e Latin title borrowed from S1. Augustine ·,~Alldi Altemm 
PtlIHm, hear the other side. Wedderburn wmrnarised the argu
mcnh \111 each side in his memoir of Hume. but it is Iwf germane 
to l'ur purp()se to go into them in detail. Brielly. Sir Auckland 
C()h'in ~aid that he was not necessarily opposed to some of the 
thing:-. that the Congress wanted, lil-.e the expansion and reform 
of the Lq,rislative Councils: n()f even to it!. metlwd \)r represent
ing ib c.lUse at least as it had done .!t Slllnbay and Cnlcutta. 
But ~ince Madras th;::rc had been an attempt to drum up mass 
s.upport f\)r its demand~> This was ullwise and ev<:n dangerous. 
It was r..:minisGCnt or the Anti·eMIl-Laws agitatiun by Bright 
anti C()hcien t() which Hume was inclined h) harp back. This 
could kad to mischier and prove counter-produdive. It seemed 
to be 'J.imed at creating hatred or the Government and might 
lead to c\H1nter-agitation anti division of "the country into tl'/,) 

hO),til.;: tamps." 
Hume countered Sir Au(.~kland·s argument urbanely but 

firmly. Experience of \\hat happened in the revolt ()f 1857 had 
evidently bitten deep inti) his consciousness. He had, moreover, 
had access to a good deal of what today would be considered 
as classified information when he was serving a,> a Secretary 
in the Government of India. This had confirmed him in hi~ 
view that the Raj was not like the Rock of Ages its complacent 
admirers- cracked it tiP h) be; that the ollki:1i hierarchy was rather 
like the Bourbons at the cnd or 18th century in France~mcn 
who had ~hut their eyes alltI cars. to the gathering unrest and the 
ru(~1blings of ~ubterranean discnnleJ1t. H~ countered Sir Auck
land Cllivin's charges against the Congrc"s pl)Htely but c'}genlly. 
He saill that in their pamphlets and lectures the Congrc"s leaders 
had chOSen not to "blink or pretend 1'0 ignore the gnn'e cvHs" 
that cxiskd. but that at the same time they had trieo t,) show 
the pe')ple "how, by Inyal and con~tituti()nal elTorts" they could 
secure the amelioration \)f the existing system. This was the "cry 
revene of exciting haln~u against the Guvernmcnt. He went on 
to innlkt' the parallel of the Congre~s as "a safety-valve for th.: 
escape of grcnt anu growing forces, gcner;lted by our 0wn 
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-IBritishI lIctil)n" and maintained that the rca! qllc~ttion was not 
that it was premature but whether il was not too latc on the scene. 

As for the dang.:r of a counter~agitation being triggered off 
by the Congre~s agitation, Humc did not think that the groups 
apposed to the ClmgreSs. were of mudt consequence. He main
tained that "exduding an inappreciable fracti\m, the whole 
culture and inte!!igcnce (If the country was favourable Il) the 
Cllllgrcs!!:." He was inclined tn dismi:.s the anti-Congress Party 
as being made up of a sllla!! bunch of "Anglo-Indians", mostly 
officials.. backed by "[he Anglo-Indian Press"; a few "Indian 
fos"ils. h(mest, but wanting in understanding; a few men who in 
their hearts hate British rul~, or are secretly in the employ or 
England's cilemics"; and a c~rtain number of "time-servers, 
melllwt really in their heart~ opposed to the Congress. but who 
have taken up the work of oppositi(m to it, because it seemed to 
them that this will 'pay'." 

His picture or the opposition to the Congress was doubtless. 
-somewhat (werdrawn. But he W,lS by no means: exaggerating 
when he claimed that the Congress, far from wishing to divide 
the country, was bending all its energies to uniting it and bringing 
into harmonious cooperation people who h<ld hitherto not met 
all or met only to quarrel. He did not deny that a section of the 
Muslims viewed the Congress with suspicion and were jealous 
of it'. but he believed that these feeHngs were not "generally shar~ 
cd by the rising generation of Muslims". Mistrust and suspi
-cion between the two major religious communities in the country, 
he ;:trgued, were sown by ha few ill-advised officials who clung 
to the pestilential doctrine of 'Divide et impem':' 

As regards Sir Auckland's admonition that the Cm1gress 
would do better to concentrate its efrorl on social ref~)rlll instead 
{If meddling in political matters, the Lieutenant~Governor either 
did n(n know, or deliberately ignored, lhe fact that it was Lord 
Dutferin wh,) had warned Hume against the Congrcs: taking up 
que!>tions of social reform and advised him to concentrate 011 

political reforms. HumC'. at any rate. explained that the Congress 
was devoting itself 1\) larger national and pl)litical ends which the 
people as a whnlc desired to achieve and leaving it to other 01-
ganisalillns to' undertake social ref0fm~ in the particular sphere 
and group 10 which they hc!lmged. But he pointed our, rightly, 
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that most of the Congress workers were also active labourers in 
the field of social rerOlm. 

Sir Auckland Colvin was not the only high official to fire a 
warning shot across the bows of the Indian National Congress. 
An even fiercer salvo was to be fired from an even bigg . .}r gun
the Viceroy. Lord Dufferin, not the most straightforward of 
men, whose term was ending at the close of 1888, made the 
Indian National Congress a rather ~trange parting gifL Less 
than a month before its Fourth session at Allahabad. Duiferin. 
speaking at the St. Andrew's Day Dinner in Ca!cUtla on N(lY~ 
ember 30.1888, made a gratuitous attack on the Cmlgress and on 
the educated Indians generally wh0m he dismissed tiS a "micros~ 
corie minority." 

This. of course, they wcre. Curiously. however, in June of 
that year the Government. over which he presided, had passed 
a resolution aimed at making sure that th·: cdllcakd Indians 
should be reduced to an even more microscopic minority than 
the "half a million with a good knowledge of English. and 
perhaps a million more with some smattering ~)r it" wlwm he 
counted as having "passed out nf uur schools" in the prc\ious 
quarter of a ccntury, in the same speech. Evidently he and his 
administrali(ln had C(lme to the conclusion. as Anil Seal has 
it ill hj~ The Emergellce or [fir/ian NariOfWli.l'NI, that '"the only good 
Indian was an uneducated nne." 

For the new resolution. intenued 10 justify the scaling down 
of Government support fOf higher education. procla.imed the 
dogma that the government "pioneers the way. but having: shown 
the way. it rcc\)g:nises no responsibility to do for the people what, 
it carl do rot ihe!f:' The pnlicy hencefmth was I,.) be I,} keep a 
few Government schools \lpen as models, for the f;!st rely on 
"the vitality of local effort", and let the de\'il take the hindmost. 
Little wondel that Dinshaw Wacha wrote to Dad.;lbhai Nuornji 
apropos this resolulion: 

The Govcrnment or India has just published a Re~(lltuion. 
which may be considered the death knell of higher cduca· 
tion in the country. It distinctly instfuct~ ,III administra· 
tions ttl retire gmdlla!ly from higher cducati,m as private 
enterprise makes head .... This is thejirs! cl1l."'Ct of the fndian 
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National Congress. Educated natives mu.'>t be less in 
India. So say the Government, It is they who agitate. 
Let us diminish their number. As well may they try to 
stem the Atlantic. They cannot put back the hand of the 
dial. In fact the result will be that it will give natives 
greater stim,tlus to promote higher education. Jt will teach 
them greater setf"reliance. 

Obviously, verbal tirades against the Congress. which was 
seen as the nl0uthpiece of the educated classes, by men at the 
commanding heights of decisjnn in the mlu:hincry of the Raj 
w¢re not just due (.) a sudJen outbreak of allergy among them 
t0wurds the organisa!ioll. It was part or a plllicy. N\)r tlill it 
stop <It verbal onslaughts. A systematic <lttempt was made to 
m0bilize opposition to it and, as always. the Mu~Jim card, \~hidl 
was regarded as trumps. was played agaill-,t it though apparently 
IUlt with any c\)l1$picuous success since quite a number of distill· 
guished Muslims, both traditionalists amI reformists, were to 
take part in the Fourth Congress. 

The GovenunenCs displeasure with the Congress was nl)t 
only proclaimed fTOrn public platforms. It was also demon
strated through petty administrative obstructionism and pinpri
cks. The Chairmrm of the Reception COJnmiUec at Allahabad, 
Pandit Ajudhiall<lth, <t member of the Legislative Cn-uncil and 
father ~lf Hridi.lyanath KUllzru, was to reveal some Ilf the obsla
cJes placed in their way by the authorities when they were 111:lking 
arrangementH for the Cnngre~~ session. They had started w(;rk 
early, krwwing then~ would be diOiculties. They had first sought 
permission to hold it at the Khusm Bagh and tlley wcrc infor~ 
mcd they ct)u!d have il. But the permission was soon withdrawn. 
In April they were told that [hey muld have usc of :.I. large 
piece of wa:.tc land ncar the f(~rt at a price. But four monlh~ later 
the authorilics ch::mged their mind- "on sanilary grounds:' The 
Reception Committee then arranged for the use of a group of 
houses belonging to sOllle people they knew. But they h::lppened 
to be ncar the (l!l1ce vI' the P(OI/(>ef, a j(lurnal under European 
management and the de facto voice of the Govcrnment in the 
Pr,wincc, which tOOK exceptipn an.d, m(lreoYel. some of tbe 
houses, were within the Canhlnmcnt area and the military 
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authorities put th.eir r~)Ot down. Finally, with only seven weeks I,) 
go to the opening day, as the authorities were congratulating lh.;m~ 
selves at having fuik:d the Congr.::sswallah:o.. they discoycred that 
they had been outwitted. Annie Bcsant ha:o. told thc slnry ho\\: 

'. ,a repres'~'nt<ltiv,;: of the Reception Committee s!ipr..:~1 
quktly over to lucknow. with a cluclully drawn lease and 
the rent in his pm.'ket, went to !l Nawab whose ~rJendid 
h~)u:,e in Allahabad, standing in large gr\)Und'i, happened tn 
be VaCal\l. and per~uadcd him to accept th{' lent and sirl1 
the tease. On the vely next day, the Receptiun Committee 
''''<llked in and took pos~cs5ion, and Lowther Castle. in 
the VelY middle of the civilian quarter, nodded to its next 
door neighbour. Government House. where Sir Auckland 
Colvin fumed in helples~ wrath. 

Whether or not Sir Auckland actually fumed, or just st"-1ic1y 
smoked his pipe, it was at Lowther Castle that the Founh em'· 
gress met "and a large pandal was raised seating 5.000 persons, 
while a splendid shamiana (marquee) lent by the Maharaja. 
of Darbhanga, served as a general reception room. and another 
was lent by a Muhammadan n(}bleman to serve as a reading~ 
room. almost every paper in India-except the Anglo-Indian
being sent gratuitously: round these arose blocks of tents. divided 
by wide roads. each block having its own dining and meeting 
haHs, the whole forming a finely decorativedty, while Lowther 
Castle itself was used for the President, Secretaries. and leading 
delegates, with all the business offices. A quarter was set aside 
for shops. where :.alesmen offered the beautiful Indian manu
factures" of the region but no spirituous liquors and intoxicants. 
Indeed, temperance seemS to have been the official posture of the 
Indian National Congress long before it became its official policy. 

Attempts to build up opposition to the Congre-s~. encourag
ed and often instigated by the authnritics, and the J1Urdles Sd 

up to prevent delegates attending. its session had the (Opposite 
effect. More than twice as many delegates attended the Allahabad 
session as had been present at Madras. Altogether 1,500 Imd 
been ejected and 1.248 actually turned up. As befMe, !he hn.'>t 
Province had the largest contingent-583. Thenext largest number 
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came from Bengal, Bihar" Orissa and As~am-254-fl)Jh)\v
cd by 163 from Uombay atld Sind, and Madras 95. Even the 
Punjab man.aged to- :;end 80 and C,P. and Berar 73. The N,mh
\Vest Province and Oudh had llutdl)ne the Prc~idencies, 

But more important thall the [lumber of delegates attending 
the Allaltablld s\!ssion was their composilion. There was. for 
example, a mtH.'h more t han.just tokcn representatioll of the Muslim 
l'nmillunity. 222. de.~pite the ;lvowed ppposition (If Sir Sycd 
Ahmad Khftn. the founder of the Mohammedan Ang!o-Oriental 
('<)lIege at Alig:-uh and leader of the Aligarh movt!tnCllt. who. 
whether by accident or design it is hard ttl tdl. had had a knight
hood bestowed on him by the British Government that very 
Y~Hr. and wh()sc home ground the Province was. As Moul ... i 
~'luhalllmad Hidayut Rasul was to explain. the very substanti:".\ 
hcHiy of delegates from Oudh was "due to the kindne>;~ of OUI 
brethren in lhe Aligarh ca.mp-the opponents of the Congress". 
Since there had been some hllk nf the Muslim divines dedaring 
the Congress out of bound;; to Ihe-iT flock by i'lsuing a Falwa. 
or rdigious edict. Sheikh Hass~in Khan, fMcstalled <lny such 
move by producing an edict from the spirituallel.'.der of the Snnni 
community of Lucknow in favoUI of the Cong,·e~s. 

NI")t only the Muslims, but other sm;lllcl minOlity cPJnmuni
ties were better repre;;ented at Allahabad than m the previ,)us 
three Congr,~s." scssinm. According to a religious and ,.thlllc 
breakdown, there were eleven Jains, seven Pal sis. six Sikhs, 
sixteen Europeans and. rather surprisio.gly. two Americans. In
deed, it was a European who was chosen to preside over the 
Allahabad session, The name of George Yule, head of Andrew 
Yule and Co., and Sheriff of Calcutta, was proposed as President 
by Pherozeshah Mehta. and seconded by S.vJar Dyal Singh, an 
enlightened Sikh philanthropist who had been deeply influenced 
by Rammohun Roy's ideas. Yule was to be the first in a ~izeabk 
line of Rritish men and women who were to be elected to what 
was the highest natimlal ollice and it was meant to underline that 
the Congress was a confraternity of ideals and purp(!~es trans
cendin,f;!: any considerations of racc and creed, caste and 
cUllfcssion. 

GeMge Yult: in his presidential address. which reflected a well
tempered liberal mind. t~lok care to stress thi~. "The watchword 
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of the Congre~smen," he ~aiJ. "is Indians first. Hindus, Mahl\m~ 
mc<ians, Parsis, Christians, Punjabees, Mahrutlas, Bengait.'Cs. and 
Madrasec!> afterwards. It is for us by our mlldera(i~ln and bu:.i
ness·jil\e character of our deliberations, by our 1nutu,t1 tolera
tion I,f each other's feelings nod prejudices, to justify in a~t amI 
WNrl. the tlOpes and aspirations of thnsc who. in the fil)! di!-.tant 
future. seck to realise the dream of a united and i"Cderah:d India 
and ... lead the nations of Asia in the path or progressive advance
ment in all directions of human activity." He was, he added. 
"vcry glad indeed to have rendered any service to the cause 1)( the 
National Congress. I believe the principles upon which it is 
founded, are just. good and true, and that in due time, its aims 
wit! be accompli~hed .... No r<ltional man can believe that the pre
sent sy:.tem can go on for ever-that it is the la.. ... t will and dying 
testament of Providence regarding us. We arc. I tru~t. the heirs. 
of a better hope." 

Eardley Norton, leader of the English Bar in Madras High 
Courl. who had endeared himself to the Indians. by publishing 
and circulating an "Open Ldter to Lord Dut'fcrin" in answer 
to the Viceroy's proY(Kative and unwarranted attack no the 
Congress and "educatcd lndians" in hii> SI, Andrew's Day 
Dinner Speech, and who, as Sachchidananda Sinha has recor
ded, wa" to receive a standing ovation when he appeared OIl the 
Congress platform in Allahabad, was to- take up the same theme 
as GeCtfge Yule and drive home the point with foul' Jines of 
rather indifferent but edifying verse. While mo·ving one of the 
hardy annuals among the resolutions-number two on the 
agenda and concerning the holding of simultaneous competitive 
examinations for the civil service in England and in India-he 
declated: "Our Congress is outside the reach of petty malice, 
It is. increasing day by day, in power and extent, pushing a~jde 
by its own great weight the opposing for~es of envy and :'CNn; 

::md while it draws tho v.lriz~u$ petlples of the country jnt.) o·a"" 
common f{}ld of l11ulwd sympath.y and gl)llJ-wiJl, ri~c:-; with 
silent majesty into a future of $·.::lf-rdiance and c~mtent. 

Like some tall cii!l' that rear" it:; awful [vrm, 
Swclls Ih1fH the vale and mid,vay leaves the stann 
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Though round its base the gathering clouds may spread 
Eternal sunshine settles on its head." 

47 

At Madms the number of resoluli{\ns had come down. But 
at Lowther C'-'.sUe, Allahab:ld. it wenl up ag'iln-tl) seventeen. 
This was rather dec.::ptlve. At le<L~t eight of the resolutions, 
including the first resolution which embodied the main pc liti
cal demand. were reiterative. with only minor verba! changes ttl 
bring them up to dale. But there \,-'ere also new items, C011Sid
crabl), extendillg the menu in various directions. The seventh 
resolution called for improvements in "the systems {\[ Abkari 
and Excise ... as :-:hall tend to discourage insobriety," The fifth 
resolution urged Ihe appointment of a commissil)ll, consisting 
of official and non~official members. to investigate the exi~ting 
system of PQJicc administration in India which "it is the general 
belief of the people of this country ... is highly un~atisractory in 
itself and oppressive to them." Mother resolution raised an 
issue which at once exercised and fascinated the VktiJrian mind
the issue of prostitution and the laws governing it. Captain 
Banon and Hearsay horriHed the dclc.gates by saying, while 
moving and seconding thc resolution 00 the subject, that over 
2,000 womcn were procured by the Government "ror the hideous 
purpose alluded to". The Co"ngrcl>s a~kcd for "the total abroga
!iQO pr law!o, and rules reluting to the regulation of prostituti~)fi 
by the State in lndia," 

There was s.ome controversy over a resolution conccrning 
Permanent Settlement of thc Land Revenue being extended to 
the Presidencies of Madras and Bombay and other Provinces, 
Bcngal landed interests having already clljoyed the benefit of 
the system since the days of Cornwallis, Eventually, a COl1lpro~ 
mise resolution was passed referring the que~tion "hJ the scveral 
standing Congre~s Committces. with instructiDTlS to repI)11 upon 
the same, in SlJ far as it atfeets their respective circles, to the Con
gress o[ IS!l9." To balance this gesture towards the landed gell
try, the next re:h)lution remembered the poor, too, and cxpressed 
"its disapproval of the recent enhancemellt vf the Salt Tax." 

Nor did it forget to take strong exception to the Re~olution 
of the Government earlier that year which Wi\5 virtmtJly i\ notiO\! 
of reduction of expenditure on higher education. The Congress 
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urged an im:rea~:c_ or at lea"t maintenance at the c)(isting Jc\eL 
of allocalir'l1 of funds fur Ihe ptlrpl1~e and continut:d Govern~ 
mcnt control of educatiomd institutions. K.T. Telang wus 
particularly sharp in his I.:ritique \)[ lhe shift in the Govcrn
menr~ thinking and policy lln this qucstil)ll and said: .. ft i~ only 
in lhis country that the doctrine has been gaining ground that 
the duty of fl)stcring ancl cllt:()Umging CdUc'ltilln d,)e~ not devolve 
upon the Government. I repudiatt.: it entirely. 1 think it is 11('.t 

only an crrone{)US d0t.-"frine. but it is a fatal docfrin·: to be ad
mitted either by the Government or the people," 

Curiollsly, the question of the constitutilm and working. 
of the Congress which, it had been decided at Madr.ts. :.hould 
be left standing till the Allahabad s~ssion, was not taken up in 
any systcllmtic nmnner at alL But a number of ad hoc decisions 
were taken. To begin with. a Subjects Committee ,"vas ek""Cted 
and the whole country rlividcd into territorial circles, and a 
number of members allocated to each, with each circle decting 
its own members.. The total number was 106. rLLrthermore, 
the Allahabad Congress formally endorsed the agreement reach
ed at Madras "that no subject shall be passed for discussion by 
the SLLojects Committee. or allowed to be discussed at <lny Con
gress by the President thereof. to the introduction of which the 
Hindu or Mohammedan Delegates as a body object, unani
mously or nearly unanimously." Finally and mther puzzlingly, 
the last resolution pas.sed at Allahabad read: "That A.O. Hunte 
be fe-appointed General Secretary for the ensuing year." TIus 
seemed puzzling because there is no record of any resolUliCin 
having heen passed at any previous Congress appointing him a..<;. 

General Secretary although he had, in fact, always performed 
all the functions associated with that office----and, indeed, done 
much more. 

The Allahabad Congress wa<; all impressive feat of organ
ization--the more impre~sive when cOIl~idered against the back
ground of the major effort which the Government had milde
to conjure lip opp(\sition to it. sow mbtrw;t of it in the minds of 
minority c()mmunitics. and to cnli~t the princely Mdcr ilnd feU
dal interests to man the barricades ag~ljnst it, and frighlen on
the timorous middle class from having any truck with it by pro
paganda aimed at ShOlring lite Seditious Character of fhe lllditm 
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Natiollal Congress af/d tht· npiniolls held bJ' eminell! Nat/I'es oj 
Illdia who are opposed lu fhe ,tfovemen/ as the title of a pampb.!et 
published under the editorship of Theodore Beck had it. Jt would 
be disingenuous to suggest that this campaign at c!ucnl.ctcr as
sassination dircx:ted against the Congress combined with heavy 
denunciatory fire from high British uignitaries, from the Viceroy 
downwards, did not have any clrect on the Congress leadership. 
Dadabhai Naorojj's letters to Dinshaw Wacha from London 
reflect his worry and eVen distress at fcports reaching him that 
some Parsis were saying that "we should di,~sociate ourselves 
from the Hindus and Mohamcdans." "Nothing," he added, 
"could be more suicidal. We are India's, and India is our ITwther
country, and we can only sink or swim with, and as, lndians. 
If we break with the Indians, our tate wiIJ be that of a crow in 
peacock's fca.thers, The English will in no time pluck out those 
feathers. I shall be glad if you have taken many Parsis with_ 
you." 

This was written OIl the eVe of the Allahabad session and 
must have reached Wacha after it was all over. However, it is 
possible to discern a distinctly defensive note in some of the 
key speeches made at Allahabad though. admittedly, this defen
sive strain was varioll!;ly articulated. Some, like Surendranath 
Banerjea, tried to cheer up lhe delegates with the thought that 
"caUses the noblest, the most beneficent, the most far-reaching 
in their consequences for good, have never prospered or trlum· 
phed, except under the slre)'s of adverse criticism." Others, like 
Madan Mohan Malaviya, at the time only twenty-seven and in 
Ihe first Jlne political frenzy of youth. were moved to passionate 
rhetoric of denunciation: 

We have impeached the adminhtratioil on every conceiv~ 
able ground. We charge the Government of England, with 
having saddled us with an unnecessarily costly el(pendi~ 
ture 01" the civil service of India: we charge them with hav
ing forced upon us a crushingly heavy military expenditure. 
We charge them with indulging in a great wasle of India's 
money beyond the bDrders of India; we charge them with 
want of fairness. in their dealings with India in the matter of 
Home charges; nay more, we charge them -the Government 

/ 
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{If India, the Government of England and the people 
of England with them -with being responsible by reason 
llf their neglect to adequately perform theif duty to\vards 
ImIia, for the loss of millions of lives , .. hieh !tre los( in every 
decade from starvation, largely the result of overtaxation 
and inefficiency in administration. We charge the people 
of England because as some onc ha~ said: 

Hear 111m, ye Scmttes. hear this truth sublime 
He who allows oppres~ion shares the crime:' 

However, the broad band of what would in our own lime 
be regarded as the centrist. jf not the dead centre, leadership was 
anxious thai the onlcial anti-Congress pri'paganda designed 10 
project an image or it ,\$ an Nganisation dominated by rauk sedi· 
tionists should not be allowed to gain public credence either 
in India where it would have had the eifLct of frightening aw;,lY 
its growing dientele, or in Britain where, thanks h) the long and 
patient wMk of men likc Dadnbhai Naoroji and his Indian and 
British fellow-workers, the argument for c{lmtitutional reforms 
in India h:td made some headway, especially in the Liberal Party. 
A Ilumb~r of distinguished "moderates", like Pandit Bishan 
Narayan Dar, S. Ramaswami Mudaliar. and K.T. Telang made 
reassuring speeches signalling to the power~·th!lt-were that the 
Congress v.1lS not a bunch of wild Jacobiru; tr) ing to subvert 
Ihe British Empire in India. 

Tclang. in particular, was o.t once brilliant and suhtle, pass
ing otT what was essentia.lly an exerci"c in kne<.:-bending apologe-
lics a~ ltilarious fun al the expense of the Governor-General. 
He recalled the story of the crab which. he said, was described 
by somebody as "a red fish which walks backward:;". The cri
ticism made of this description was that "tt crab was not a fish~ 
that it wa_, not red; and that it did not walk backwards:' Even 
so, he went on amidst polite laughter, "Lord Duflerin's criticism 
[of the CongressJ is perfectly correct, except thut we have not 
ui'>ked for parliamentary inslitutil)ns, which England has got 
after many centuries of discipline; we have not asked for dem(~
cratie methods of government; and we have not asked that the 
British Executive should be brought under subjcction to us." 
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At AlIllhabad the Congrcs!; President, George Yule, gave a 
soro.ewhat surprii..ing ruling- -surprising, that is, in the light of 
!>ubscquent sea change in its Jangua.gc policy. A number ()f 

speaker~. as might have been expected, had addressed the sessi\Hl 
jn Urdu or Hindustani, among them Lala. Lajpat Rai, WllO was 
altending hi::. 1irst Congrc~s and making a maiden speech at 
the tlge of 23. But as many delegates, esp{,'Cially from the South, 
did not undersland their speeches, the President ruled that "All 
::.peake\'~ "ble to speak in Engli~h should ,~pcuk in that 12nguage 
bC(:alL~e a far larger portion of the delegates understand English 
more than allY other language. No departure from this rule 
will be allowed except in the CilSe); of those who are bOlla fide 
unable to address an audience in English." 

The ruling was received with loud applause. So, too, was 
the dt..·dsion to send a telegram of fdicilions to Gladstone on 
his 80th birthday which happily coincided with the fourlh and 
tina! day of the Allahabad session. Gladstone, who was held 
in high esleem among the political eUte in India, had won Indian 
he,trts afresh by his statement three months before the Congress 
session in which he said. among other things, .. h will not do for 
us to treal with contempt, or even with indiffcrcl1cc, the rising 
aspirations of this great people." The day before another cable 
had gone from tile Congress '10 Jolin Bright Wh(l, like Henry 
Fawcett. popularly known as "member for India". supported 
the calise of Indian reforms, and w!w was lying desperatdy ill. 
The Congress wished him $peedy recovery ·alas, to no purpose. 
For he was to die soon after. 

Organisation of Congre!>s sessions and the propaganda work 
in between the 5c~sion.s cost money. increasingly so as the organ
isation grew and the work expanded. Before the session at 
Allahabad dosed having decided Il~ rea.~semble "in the Bombay 
Presidency (either at Bombay it>;elf or at Poonll. as may be set
tled hereafler) OIl the 26th of December 1889," an appeal for 
fllnd:;, was, therefore, launehed. With slime success, it seems, for 
R~. 64,000 were promised on the spot and morc than Rs. 20,000 
actually collected. nn metl11 auhievement in the days beCore gal
loping inflation and whcn cowrcries were recognised currency 
anti with II rupee in his or her pocket any Indian could order a 
sumptuous meal and expect SOIlll: change. 
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Back to Bombay it was to be next Christmas week. Tbe 
wheel had tumcd full circle. True" in ih fOund of Presidency 
and Provincial capitals, the Congress had mi.~scd out Lahore, 
the capital of the Punjab. For this there were two good rea$ons, 
partly rdated. Then as now the Punjab was u .~ensilive frontier 
province and the British kept it in ~l kind of permanent political 
quarantine, with no non~nse experiments in incipient liberal 
imperialism of the kind tried out from time to time in the more 
developed Presidencies. Instead there was to be a finn paternal 
hand which could come down heavily to correct the least stirring 
of any rebellious impulse combined with buying up of loyalties 
of the strategic la.ndowning classes. fu a result, the Congress 
had not been able to throw any wide or deep roots in the land of 
Five Rivers, being based for the most part on the trading and pro
fessional communit:es, largely Hindu: and caught up in a counter
refOlmalion which was masquerading as reFormalion-a strue.. 
tural weakness which it was never quite able to get over. It was 
certainly not ready in 1889 to play host to an annual session of 
the organisation in Lahore. Another four years had to pass be
fore it felt confident enough to do that. 

So, after four years, the Congress returned to Bombay For 
its annual conclave. But it was quite a different Co;gress that 
returned. Gone was the tentativeness which had characterised 
its founding session behind closed doors. II had become an open 
national debating forum, the first among all the political organ
isations if not yet a rrta5S organisation. In 1885 only 72 "rep:e
sentatives" had come together in the haH of the Gokuldas Tejpal 
Sanskrit CoHege ncar the Gowalia Tank. In 11589 the number of 
delegates who actually registered their names was, by some happy 
numerological coincidence, exactly the s.ame as the number of 
years since the advent of the Christian era-I.889. They had 
all been elt.cted by their respective Circles. 1n facl, ac(''Ording to 
Annie Besant, "2.500 delegates had been elecwd. 1.889 regis
tered their names, and another 24 paid for their tickets. but un
forturuttely did not reghter.·· 

More. They represented a fair cross-section of the Indian 
humanity. "Glancing o .... er the register," Annie Besanl has re
corded, "we find pel)ple of all professions and tmdes from all 
Varts of the country-- prir,ces, landlords, peasants. merchants. 
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~ontractors, barristers, vakils, pleaders. solicitors. attorneys. 
principals, Iteadma~ters. professors, leachers, editors, money
lenders. banken., brokers, manufacturers. tmders, shopkeepers, 
artisans, doctors, sardars. prillters, authors. reises, taIuqd.ars, 
a judge, a lnUilSiff, nine clergymen and missionaries, and ten 
ladies, seven of whom were Indians. A striking fact is the large 
number of merchants and zamindars, and also secretaries of 
public bodies, municipal c()mmi~siollers, and members of 
boards." 

As always, the host Presidency or Province mustered the 
largest number or dclegates·~821 in thh; case. Madras came 
next with 366 tn be followed by the N.W.P. and Oudh with 266 
though, surpril,ingly, the Central Provinccs and Berar, a Jate-comer 
tn the Congre~s fold as a distinct entity, was. not far behind with 
214. BengJ.l, Bihar, Orissa and A<;sam were the last but one in 
the league table with. only 165. The Punjab, as usual, had the 
distinclion of being the last with 62, which was 18 less than what 
it had mustered the previous year. Significantly, whereas there 
had been only two Muslims taking part in the Firstsession of the 
Congress, there were 254 of them at the fifth~not at all bad 
considering what the Government and Sir Syed Ahmad Khan 
had been doing to warn Muslims olffrom having any truck with 
the Congress.. 

The two thousand odd delegates and twice that number of 
visitors who were expected to attend the Congress session, ob~ 
viOllSly, could not have been accolll.modated in the Gokuldas 
Tejpal Sanskrit College. But the Reception Committee headed 
by no less a person than Pherozeshah Mehta had persuaded 
Sir Albert Sassoon Bart, a rich Jewish dynast and head of his 
community in India. to lend them the grounds adjoining his 
residC"nee and enclosed within "handsome iron railings" on which 
"a vast temporary hall, the quaint beauty of which had seldom 
been eqU<Llled" was put up for the purpose. 

TIle reason ror such a massive influx of delegates was, part~ 
Iy no dOltbt. the incrcasing interest in the Congress. But there 
was a.lso un added reaso-n-" the fact that Charles Bradlaugh, 
the free-thinking Member of the British Parliamcnt had been 
invited by the Congrc:;s and had agreed li) come. Bradluugh 
whom Annie Besanl. who had been associated with him in Ihe 
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Free Thought and Radical Movement in Britain in the 1870s. has. 
described as "that noble English Democrat. who might say with 
Thomas Paine: "The world is my country, and to do good my 
rC\igion';' was a hOllseh()Id name in political circles in India. 
His, indeed, had been the powerful voice at Westminstci in 
support of constiluti(mai reforms in India-so much so thaI. 
after the death of Henry Fawcett, he had come to be called 
"Member for India", by some, as he was to tell the Congress ill 
Bombay "in snccr, and some in heurty meaning", adding thal 
he should love to hold the litte, "not simply by great efforts. made 
on great occasions, but by ~imple doings whenever there is in
justice io be touched." 

He was, as he said. "only a guest:' He did not lake any active 
part in their disGussioT'!S and debates. But his presence in their 
midst wbtly affected not only the way the Congress conducted 
its business. but even the business itself. Once again. as at Alla
habad, it was a Briton who was chosen to preside over the Con
grcss~Sir William Wedderbum. Wedderburn liked to describe 
himself as "a hereditary friend of India" because of his family 
connections with the country, though some of the associations 
had not been particularly happy. One of his brothers and his 
child had actua!ly been killed in the uprising of 1l:{57. But he 
himself during hventy-five years of his service in fndia during 
which he rose to judgeship of the High Court and member:>hip 
of the Governor's Executive COlmcil under Lord Reay in Bom
bay, had corne to love the country and its people. Like Hume" 
he had been involved in the discussions that preceded the birth 
of the Congress and, in fact, had been active behind the scenes 
at the First Congress though as a serving official he could not 
participate in its work. After his retirement. he was to be the 
moving spirit in the Committee {)f the Indian National Con· 
gress Agcncy---Iater knovm as just the Committee of the Indian 
National Congress-which was set up eilflier in 1889 and whose 
appointment was confirmed by a resolution passed at the Bombay 
session. He was to enter Parliament in 1893 where his cham
pionship of india was much disliked by the Blimps of his day 
who looked upon him a~ something of a freak. But as he said 
in his address to the Bombay session, <,[ have passed quarter of a 
century among you, and during: that period of time r have not 
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known what it was to l>uffer an unkindness from a native of India. 
During that period 1 hav~ been in the service of the people of 
India, and have eaten their salt. And I hope to devote to their 
service what stilt remains to me of active life." Which he did. 

The very nrst of the lifteen resolutions on the agenda. pre
dictably, was about sett!Jlg up a three-man Comnlittee ·John 
Arulm, Pherozeshall Mehta and W.e. Bonnerjce-"to settle the 
wording of the said address" to be presented by the Congress to 
Charles Bradlaugh, The second resolution was the heart of the 
mattef. It outlined a "skeleton scheme for t.he reform and re
construction of the Council of the Governor-Gt~neral for making 
Laws and Regulations, al1d the Provincial Legislative Councils:' 
The President of the Congress was asked to sublnit this skeleton 
scheme "to Charles Brad1o:mgh, b,q .. M.P., with the respectful 
request of this Congress th..'lt he may be pleased to cause a Bill 
to be drafted on the lines indicated in lhis ~kelcton scheme and 
introduce the sante in the British House of Common:;," 

Skeleton scheme it was and skc1ehm it was ttl remain. At 
this distance ils (lnly interest is as an historical cl!riosity, proba~ 
bly the first pmduced by the Congress though not the last. It 
was ,\ six~point scheme, vcry modest in its scope. but introduc
ing the thin end of the elective principle into the system of govern
ance, but not the principle of direct election, much less anything 
approaching majority rule, It seemed Sl) rea~onable that Suren
dranath Banerjea declared that there could "come but one res
ponse, Which, I am confident, wil! be in accord with the great 
traditions of the English people, and will serve to consolidate the 
foundations of British, rule in India, and to broad-base it upon 
the affections of a happy. pro$perous and contented people"
a sanguine prophecy which (..'alled forth a rather tart renutrk 
from Annie Besant in her book that "Congress speakers show i1 

remarkable readiness to prophesy. with an equaIJy remarkahle 
failure to prophesy correCtly." She might have added but did 
not--and not only Congress speaken;, 

tn the course of the lively-·at times even heated-dchale 
on the scheme thai followed there were to surface some of the 
rocks upon which so many efforts of lndian politicjans were so 
often to come to grief. Bal G-,mgadhar Tilak and Gopal Krishna 
Gokhalc, both intervening in a Congress debate for the first 
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time. and both acting in an unlikely, if not unnatural, concert 
moved an amendment that the imperial Council should be elec
tcd indirectly by the Provincial Councils and not an Electoral 
College as envisaged in point Ilve or the scheme. The amend· 
ment \\us defeated. S(l was- the one suggested by a Muslim dele
gate who asked for parity of representation with the HindlL<; 
which met with opposition from other Muslim delegates, who 
thought it unfair. The skeleton scheme, with its elaborate pro
posals for making the representation of each community broadly 
proportionate to its total population was approved as originally 
formulated. 

Anotllcr resolution" --number three on the order paper~ 
was a novel procedural device. lnstead or year after year going 
through the tedious business of repealing resolutions pas!>Cd at 
the previous Congress sessions and which had received no ans
wers or only dusty Ul1swers from the British Dovemment, it was 
considered best to pack them all in one portmanteau or "Omni
bus" resolution and ratify them at one fell sWoop, so to speak. 
This was done on the third day--a very bu!.y one it "'Nds-and it 
covered and confirmed a wide range of demands ranging from 
complete separation of the executive from judicial functions to 
reduction of military expenditure, from reform of Police Ad
m,inistratioll to "the impolicy and injustice" of increasing Salt 
Tax. Some resolutions pa;;sed at the previous Congress sesskms, 
however, were regarded worth reiteration in full, like the demand 
for simultaneous holding of competitive examinations for the 
Indian Civil Service in India and England (the Government had 
evidently conceded the demand for raising the qualifying age for 
candidates from 19 to 23) and liheraliz.."l.lion of the Arms Act 
(XI or 18781. 

There were a[!\o I wo brand new themes intoned at the Fiftll 
Congress session- one economic. the other political. The eighth 
reso!utioll called for removal of "any hindrances whatever h) the 
1;onsumption of silver for manufacturing pUrpOSL'S" in view of 
the faJl in the prices of silver and the exchange value ~)f tlw rupe-e, 
and immediate abrogation ~)f plate duties and making "hall
marking a voluntary institution." The PL1!itkal demand was 
voiced in resolutiun nine. It expressed the "earnest hope" that 
the H,Juse of Commnns "will f~\i·t1mith restore the right. 
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formerly possessed" by MPs of raising "'allY matter of grievance 
of the natives of Inuia" on adjournment and for the presenta
tions in Committee of the Tndian Budget and its (;oJlsideration 
"at such a date as will ensure its full and adequate discussion." 
Sir William Wedderburn was authorized to present a petition 
to the Commons on behalf of the Congress along the lines of 
lhis resolution. 

Org'.misutional mallers had by ll(IW acquired both importance 
and eompJe:-:ity and res()lutions 12-14 dealt with them. Hume 
was once again elected Geneml Secretary. However, since he 
"'as to be (1 member of an 1 J -man team which was til go to Eng
hind to represent the Congress views "and press. upon the con
sidemlion of the British public the political reform which the 
Congress has advocated," it was decided to appoint Pandit 
Ajudhianath as loint General Secretary. A sum of Rs. 5,(){)O was 
allocated for office staff and expenses and Standing Counsels 
for Bengal (w.e. Bonnerjce), Bombay (Pherozesbah Mehta) 
~Uld Madras (Ananda Charlu who was also made Joint General 
Secretary). 

The draft rules for "the constitution and working of the Con
gress" first considered at Madra.s and the additions suggested by 
VariOlL~ quarters. were not taken up. Instead, the several Standing 
COlTlJnittees were asked to consider them thoroughly during the 
coming yL"ar so that they could "definitely be dealt with by the 
Congress at its next Session." However, there was one matter 
'Concerning the working of the Congress that could not be left 
over for another year. The number of delegates to the Congress 
sessions was multiplying at such an alanning rate that it was 
threatening to make the discussions unwieldly if 1I0t chaotic. 
Something had 10 be done to ensure non-proliferation. Some
thing was done. It was decided that "henceforth the number of 
delegates to be allowed from each Congress circle be limited to 
fivc per million of the total populn1itH\ "f the circle", but it was 
Jefl to tht' Standing Coll1mittee of each circle to allot the number 
of delegates to be elected from "all1ong.~t their several electoral 
divisions, a~ may ~eem most expedient." 

The Bombay Congress also confirmed the membership of 
the Indian Nillional Congress Agency Committl.'C set up in Eng
land. It indude({ Sir William Wedderhurn. W.S. Caine Mr, 
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W.S. Bright Maclaren MP. J.E. Ellis MP, George Yule and 
Dadabhai Naoroji. It also appealed for Rs. 45,000 to be raised 
for the expense of the Congress work in Tndia UTld in England 
during the next twelve months and instructed the different Stand~ 
ing Committees to send their respective '-Juotas to the General 
Sccrcl:try, the one half in three. and the balance in ~ix months. 

It was a succeslofu] and good-humoured C{)/lgress session 
though The bllsines:'\ 'I\-'aS conducted in ~ome ln1Stle. The good 
humour was partly due to the feeling that the cloud ,If otli.cial 
disapproval under which the AJlahabad session had met had been 
wholly lifted. The reason f('lf this feeling was I1I)t entirely sdf
evident and some of the delegates had jestingly drawn aHentic>o 
tu the watchful eye which the Government was keeping over 
them. Pundit Ajudhianath. for imtance. told the delegates 
that when he went down to Calcutta in October the Police knew 
how many servants had accompanied him, where he had put up' 
and [or how long. AI\d he added amidst crie! of "shame" Ihat 
a hea.d constable named M\l\lsib Khan had come from Allaha~ 
bad t{) Bombay and had been making "elme enquiries as tu what 
persons have come from the North· West Pr\winces, eSJ')ecially 
Govcrnment officials." Tl) Ihis information Eardley Norton 
from Madras. added his own story. "I wish to tell you that 
Colonel Weldon. our Madras Commissioner of Police:' he said. 
"is here incharge of all the delegates from Madras:' But cries 
of "shame" wrned to laughter when :lnother delegate offered 
the intelligence that a certain "CohlTlel "Henderson, the head of 
the Thuggy and Dacoity Department and of the Secret Police 
of all India, is, by a strange coincidence, also snifilllg round c>ur 
premises 

The business had to be conducted in a hurry not only because 
there was a lot on the menu for the delegates to get through 
and only three days in which to do it, but also becam.e on the 
final day the work had to be completed by 5 p.m. so that they 
could go to a function tinted for 6 p.m. which they were all agog 
to attend and which was, as it were, the piece de resistallcf!
the Congress reception to Bradlat1gh. Apparently, the address 
was not presented till seVen. Jt was read (mt by Wedderburn, 
with Phero:teshah Mehla in the chair. The address referred 
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to Bradlaugh's reccnt illness and ~aid; 

Brilliant as was the tribute \)( national respect which your 
illness elicited from the fcHow-countrymen who I'm long 
years had been. the daily spectators of your la.bollrs and 
your triumphs in England, you have: won, Sir, in the men
fal distress and prayerful anxiety with which the popula
tion of India foJlowed yotl in the tribulation of your sick
ness,1t homage the more unique and tender tTlnt it is not mat
ched in the recorded history of any living ~tatesman, .. You 
have enchained their admiration by your inalienable fide
lily 10 the popular cause. 

Bradlaugh in his reply was more general than specific. At 
!cast. reading it after all the passage of time. it is hard to avoid 
the fr;.'Cling that hb speech was more remarkable for what it 
did not say than what it did; that he seemed to be anxious not to 
be tl)() conunitlal; and that his reservations-even over the 
\,{uestion nf the lndian people's nationhood- seemed to stand 
out more titan any positive affirmations. At times he sounded 
rather wordy, aimost like Ramsay MacDonald in his later years, 
descending to truisms which Polonius him~clf could hardly have 
improved upon as. for example, when he said: "r addre.<;s you as 
fellow-subjects; we are here loyal to (Hle rule with the best of 
loyalty. That is 110 real10yalty whh:h is only blilld submissioll. Real 
loyalty means that the governed help the governors by le~wing 
liltle for the Government to do." It was hardly the kind of thought 
that could or Was meant to set radical hearts ablaze. 

But, perhaps, this is being unfair to Bradlaugh. It must be 
re-called that he had heen very ill and was not in his best form. 
Jndeed, he said at the outset of his spel..'Ch: "f pmy your indul· 
gence tonight, for it is the- first speech J have made !'ince I look· 
cd into the blackness of the grave, and I am not sure how far I 
can trust my tOllgue to interpret what (would wish to say." He 
was not being melodramatic whell he spoke of "the blackness of 
the grave". It was to claim him in just over a year after his first 
and Jast appe-arance at the Congress session. And he was also, 
perhaps, right in not kindlil1g herpes \vhich he knew he could 
not fulFt!. "Not only do not expect too much," he cautioned 
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them. "but do not expect aU at once ...• Don't be disappointed if, 
of a just claim, only something is conceded." 

However. he did take on a commitment and it was impor
tant. He rrvmiscd them., "It will be my duty, as it is my right. to 
present to Parliament directly I get back, on the vcry day of its 
opening. the claim YOLI make 10 have the Bill considered. On 
the second day the Bill will be introdulXd. For so much I can 
answer; but I can answer for nothing more." Being .1 man of 
the world and. a parliamentarian he was aware of the wap open 
to "democratic" governments of sidetracking the issue~ and 
blocking progressiv..::: measures. "I think", he added, "it is possi~ 
hie the Government m.ay introd1.J.ce some Bill themselves. If 
they do, it will tnke precedence of, bUI it will not avoid, the one 
you have charged me with: becatL'>C the Govemm.ent Bill, in 
Committee. will come under the dis(''Ussion of Parlktmcm on every 
one of the propositions that you desire in the Bill you have charged 
me with." That is why he W'anted them to strengthen his hand 
by sending him petitions bearing signatures "by the thousand, 
by the hundred thousant.l. by the million, if you can," 

For the rest, he wal. impressed by many thing" about the 
Congress, not least, as he rem.arked, "to see that you have women 
amongst you ... although they are few." He was also visibly 
moved by the affection and :.ymputhy with which he was recejv~ 
ed and a rippling sentimentality broke through his native re
serve: "You are the dawn; 1 see th(" day; and I do not count the 
rays which arc yet below the horizon, but I take account of the 
gilding of the clouds. from the rays that I see." 

At Bombay the question where the next session of the Con
gress was going to be held had been left a little uncertain. The 
resolution on the subject was specific on the date which had by 
now almost become statutory- -the day after Christmas Day, 
DI.'Cember 26. But about the place it had merely ~aid that it 
would be ·'some city in Bengal. the exact pJal,"C to be fixed herc
aflcr.-· Whether the claims of any other city in Bengal were 
considered is not known. But in the end claims of C;:llclltta seem 
to have prevailed, probably because of its amenilies and the con
sideration thai a political gathering in the capital was likely t(~ 
attract more notice. The- Sill' chosen \vas the Tiv"Jj GankllS. an 
amusement park. whose proprietors had lent (he gr,)unds us 
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well as a two-storied house there to the Reception Committee 
headed by Monomohan Ghose, a famous criminru lawyer. 

After the massive turn-up at the Bombay session, the Calcutta 
show was relatively modest, with only 702 delegates turning up 
although one thow,and had been elected. This- W'4S partly beca.use 
of the rule laid down at Bombay limiting representation 10 five 
per mmion in any particular Congress circle, though this does 
not wholly explain why Bombay sent only forty-seven, Madras 
fifty-eight and the North-West Province and Oudh 14K AJI the 
same, from all accounts, the pavilion COllstructed fOT thc session 
at the Tivoli Gardens was the largest to date. capabJe ofaccommo
dating 5,000 visitors and delegates. According to Annie Besan!, 
7,000 visitors were packed into the Pandal on the first day ilnd 
the number was never Jess than 4,000. This one can well believe, 
considering the zest for politics of the citizens of Calcutta. 

All the same, compared to the excitement generated by 
Bradlaugh's presence at Bombay, the second Calcutta session 
appears to have been a rather low-key affair, The honour of 
presiding over it went to Pherozeshah Mehta, a distinguished 
lawyer who had come in close contact with Dadabhai Naoroji 
and W.C. Bonnerjee whil.e studying for the Bar in England, 
and of whom Srinivasa Sashi was to say that "he was richly 
endowed by Nature who made him in one of her generous 
mood .. ," He had already acquired an undeniable pre-eminence 
both in civic and national politics. His contribution to the civic 
affairs in Bombay~both the Bombay Municipal Acts of 1872 
and 1888 are largely owed to him~was to win for him the title 
of "the Lion of Bombay". He was also to give Bombay its first 
Indian-owned English daily, the Bombay Chronicle, which first 
under B.G. Homiman and later under Abdullah Brclvi exemp
lified what a free newspaper CH.n do even under conditions of 
hondage. and Which, alas, is no more having withered away 
under the harsh economic WhIds of post-independence India. 
Phcrozeshah Mehta's statuc still stands in front of the CorpDra~ 
lion building even though no longer as a sentinel, but rather a 
helpless. witness to the destruction of so much that w,'_S lovely 
hl Bmllbay that he loved, at tbe hands of nouveaux riches phili;,
tincs and :;pcculative vandals. 

The Lion of Bombay he wa~, but there was liu!e that was 
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fierce anout his politk'S. A "Gladstonian Liberar., a firm helievcr 
in British connection and "the li...-ing and fertilizing principles 
of English culture and Eng1i~h civilisation", like so many 
of the early Congress leader:.. he did not mbs the opporluility 
of preaching the virtues of moderation in his pre"idential ad
dre~s though evell he appears to have been a little irritated by 
the British Goverrunent"s dismissal of the Corgrcss <lS represent
ing "a microscopic minority", He lold the dc!egutes I(l plead 
aOO plead "temperately. for timely and provident statesman
ship", "Our duty." he said, "lies clear before us to go on with 
our work firmly and fearlessly but with moderation. and above 
alt with humility," And he quoted Newman's hymn "Lead 
Kindly Light" to underscore his point: 

I do not ask to sec 
The distant path, 
one step enough for me. 

But there came the ruh. The Tory administnttioll under 
Salisbury and its (tgenls in India had a very differenl conception 
of "timely and provident ~tatesrn.1.nship." They were unwilling 
even to allow that one ~tep which the President of the CllUgrCli$ 

would have been content with. As the Oflkial Report of the Con· 
gress of 1890, which from textual evidence was probably drafted 
by Humc who was always going off at radical tangents, lamcn~ 
ted: "Millions of educated and patriotic men (than whom no 
more loyal or loving :.ubjccts arc numbered in the vast Empire 
lhat owns the sway of our beloved Queen·Empress) are treated 
as political helots to gratify the class prejudices and amour 
propre and fil! the pockets of a handful of bureaucrats, the 
average men amongst whom are, positively. less qualified for rule, 
ill Iudia, than a very considerable proportion of those whom 
England permHs them to misgovern. India's people, ffel... ... born 
British subjects, are denied the sm.allest fraclion of those fun.d:t· 
mental political privileges which, as British citizens, are their 
inherent birthright." 

The one step which would have sul1iced 10 satisfy the Con~ 
gress was, of Ci)Ur~e, "the dmft Bill introduced into Parliament 
by Mr. Charles Bradlaugh, entitled 'An Act to amend the Indian 
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Councils Act of 1861"', The Calcutta Congn:ss took it up in its 
first resolution and approved it. It not only approved it and 
humbly pmyed to "the Houses of Parliament of the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland to pass the ~ame into 
law:' It empowered Pherozeshah Mehta "\0 draw up and sign. 
on behalf of Ihis Assembly, a petition to the House ofContmons 
to the foreg(ling (trect, and in transmit the same to Charles Brad
laugh for presentation, thereto, in due course." This was what 
Charles Bradlaugh had asked them to do so that his hands might 
be strengthened in combating Government manoeuvres through 
Lord Cross' Bill to stultify the purpose of the reform of Councils 
by relaining the principle of nomination instead of introduction 
.of the principle of election which he and the Congress wanted. 

By another resolution-the last on the agenda-the Cong· 
ress, as at its previous session, decided to send a deputation to 
Britain "to represent its vicws i[1 England, and press upon the 
consideration of the British Public the political reforms which 
the Congress has advocated." The deputation was to cOlliist 
of George Yule, Pherozeshah Mehta. W.C. Bonnerjee, J. Adam, 
Monomohan Ghosc, A.O. Hume. K,!li Clmran Bannerji, Dada· 
bhai NaofCIji, D. A. Khare. and such other gentlemen as may 
volunteer for the dUly with the sanction and approval of the 
Stanuing Congress Committees or their respective Circles, 

Once again a (\Umber of re;,oluticlllS to which the only Gm'c\'ll
ment answer bad been a m)}l-rel'el'oir were bundled into an 
"omnibus Iesolution" whose dauses covered at least a tltird nf 
the letters or the alphabet. KaH Charan Bantletji in moving it 
wittily described himself as "an old driver of your omnibus," 
But the temperance is.<>ue ~eemed by now to have moved up in 
the order of Congress priorities. above even the vital issue of Salt 
Tax and the no less tactieai!y crucial question of the extenshm 
of Permanent Settlement. It figured fourt!t on the order paper, 
tmd wbile welcoming some of the steps taken by the Govern~ 
ment sLlch as increasing "the import duty on spirits, the taxation 
imposed on fndian·brewcd malt liquors", abolition of the out~ 
still sys'em by the Bengal Government and the closing (If over 
7,QOO liquor shops by the Madras Govemment, the resolution 
urged the Glwemment of India "h) insist on an Provincial Ad· 
ministrations. carrying, in their integrity, rhe policy in matters 
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of Excise ... " The r ... -elings seem to have run high nn t11i$ issue in 
the Congress and Lalu Murlidhar. hailing from the Punjab. 
was bitterly eloquent in his complaint that the East had given 
the West mathematics, ttstrol1omy and other sciences. and the 
West had given the Eas.t in exchang:e~liquor, In the atmosphere 
of ethical earnestness that characterised that late Victorian as.
sembly no cynic fMC to suggest. if only in jest, that Sco!Ch for 
mathematic::> and astronomy might not be such a bad exch.ang~ 
and, in Annie Besant'$ words, "Needless to say the resolution 
was carried unanimously," 

Other matters of more pracTical and immediate import were 
coveted by the rcmlutions. In addition to appoilHing a deputa
tion to go to En£land. the Calcutta session also decided ··that 
provisional alnl.1lgements be made to hold a Congress, of not /cs'S 
than 100 delegates. in England. all things being convenient. in 
1892, and that the several Standing Congress Committees be 
directed to report, at the coming Congress. the names of the 
delegates that it is proposed to depute from their respective Cir
c[e~." The idea obviously was very seriously entertained at the time 
and for a long lime to come though it nevet actually materialised. 

Partly connected with iI, though also for othel reasom. the 
Congress finances had b::com'! a matter of urg'!n! Plcoccupalion 
and this preoccupation W1L<; reHected in two resolutions thaI 
followed-XU and XIII. The former cnvis:lg:d {ha~ "of the
funds now in the Joint General Secretary's hands nnd about h"l
be received a further sum of twenty thousand rupees b::! added 
to the Perman.;:nt Fund and placed in fixed d'!posi!s, and that 
the lest of the funds accruing on account of \hl5" current year, 
1890, b:! held by him available for the immediate purposes of 
the British Committee of the Indian National Congres$. but to 
be replaced a~ the subscriptions for 1891 are recdv\!d. and. ulti
mately, also added to the Permanent Fund." Thelatterlaiddown 
"that a sum of Rs. 40,000 exclu~ive of individual donations, is 
assigned for the British Committee of the Congress and Rs. 
6,000 for the General Sccret"lry's office and e:o.tab\ishm-:!nt. and 
that the seve!al Circles and districts do contribute a$ arranged in 
Committee." The Congr~ss was evidently g,;tting organised and 
was making a determined dfort not only to win popular backing 
for its policies through a sy':\tematic campaign of ph)paganda 



A MOVABLE FEAST 65 

and publicity in India, but also currying its campaign OV(!ISl!nS 

to Britain in ordl!r to educate the British public as to the p\)liti~ 

cal aspirations of the Indian people to enlist their support and 
sympathy. Indeed, it seems to have CDme til regard this work as 
central to its purpose. 

It was also anxious to win and preserve the good opinion 
(~r the fuling bureaucratic establi::hmcnt in India. This was prov
ing to be i.l harder task, A!thOtlgh it had launched itself on its 
hlOg political haul with so-me implied encouragement of the 
British authorities in fndia, Of at least its benevolent neutrality, 
which made it possible for the Governor-General and the Gov
ernors of the Presidencies to extend to it certain courtesie." dur
ing the first three yean of its existence, the relations had become 
colder and on the eve of its second Calcutta seslilon an official 
notice had appeared in the various Calcutta newspapers to the 
effect that "the Bengal Government having learnt that tickets 
of :ldmis~ion to the visitors' enclosure in the Congres~ paVilion 
have been ~ent t(l various Government ot1lc:ers residing in Cal
cutta. ha.<; issued a circular tn all Secretaries. and Heads of Depart· 
mcnts subordinate to it, pointing out that under the orders of 
the Government of India. the presence of Government ofl'icials. 
even as vis.itors at such meetings is not advisable, and that their 
taking part in the proceedings of any such meetings i!> ahsolu· 
tely prohibited." A letter by the Priwte Secretary to the Lieute· 
nant-Governor. a certain P.C. Lyon. written from Bell'edere 
to the Secretary of the Reception CommiUt'C, J. Gho~a1. 1 eturn~ 
cd the seven cards. of admission to the visitor~' gaHery and made 
the same point a.s the press notice and explained why the Lieute
nant·Governor and the members of his household "could n0-1 
possibly avail themselves of these rickets." 

The Congress leadership was rather hurt by this coldshoul
dering, if not act of open discourtesy. S{l hurt that it wa.~ moved 
to passing a resoJulion authorising and instructing the President 
"to draw the attention of H.E. the Viceroy to the declaration 
embodied in these papers ... and to enquire, most respectfully. 
whether the Lieutenant·Governor of Bengal has, or has not, 
correctly interpreted the orders of the Gnvernmcnt of India." 
What reply the President received is not known. Perha.ps 110 reply 
was considered necessary. the meaning of the press notice and 
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the Private Secretary's letter being plain enough, and the Con~ 
gres:> leaders were either being v<i!ry naive, or simulating inn\}
cel1(.;c fO[ diplomatic reaSDns, if they thought that the Bengal 
Government had acted off their own bat without consulting 
and the consent of the Government of India and the supreme 
British executive of lhe Raj-the Viceroy, Lord Lansdowne. 

There wecc two notable and significant features about the 
Congress session held at Calcutta for the second ti me. The first was 
that itdid not sit [OJ f()lif days. at a stretch, but interrupted its work 
fOfoncdaY-December 28-in order to make it possible for an· 
other organisation, the Social Conference, to take over the Con
gress pavilion at the Tivoli Gardens for its business which was not 
directly related to anything on the agenda of the Congress. How
ever, many of the men and "'omen. tJwugh not all, who had been 
participating in the Congress: were also to ti\kc a leading part 
in the WOI k of tbe Social Conf@rem.:e. having discarded their 
political hats or turbans and put 011 whatever headgear, melll

phoricaHy speak.ing, was considered appropriate to their role 
as social reformers. It was the first occasion since the Congress 
was launched ,.,..hen an important sideshow took place on the 
margin of the Congress s'~SSiOll, but not the last. In fact. it set a 
precedent which \Va::. ~lften to be followed in the years to come~ 
thus establishing an almost umbilical nexus between the move
ment of political enfranchisement and emancipation of the 
Indian people and the somewhat fitful and unevenly articula~ 
ted movement of social reformation in India. 

The other notable--and portentous·-feature, perhaps not 
altogether unrelated to the "happening" on December 28. 1890. 
was tlUlt at the end when the time came for the vote of thanks to 
the President to be moved, for the first time it was a woman dele
gate, Mrs. Kadambini Ganguli, who was chosen to do the hODOur. 
Having thus made history in a minor way the delegates to the 
Sixth Congress session dispersed to go their various: ways. Not. 
however. before having agreed to keep a rendezvous next year 
on December 26, but leaving the place of rendezvous open, the 
option being "either Madras or Nagpur." 

Nagpur, the capital of what 'were then known as the Centra! 
Provinces, it was to be. Madras had to wait till 1894 for its 
second turn to host the annual session of the Congress. P. Ananda 
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CharJu, a remarkable self-made man and scholar in Sanskrit and 
Te\ugu, was to preside over the Seventh Congress session. Two 
other names had also been in the field~S. Subramania lyer and~ 
Pandit Ajudhianath. Blit the [Olmer h..1.d just been elevated to 
the Bench of the High Court in Madras and the lattcr had stl)od 
.down because he wanted the presidency to gl} to a man from the 
South. 

The s'~ssion began on a sad and sombre nl)te~with a lament 
for th'.! jlJustrious dead. The previous twelve months had been 
palticularJy cruel to the Congress. Death, the great vandal. 
had felled not only T. Madhava Rao and Dr. Rajendralal Mitra. 
but also Charles Bradlaugh, whom Pherozeshah Mehta in his 
tribute described as India's "valiant knight who had sworn to 
do battle for her; her chosen and trusted champion, her true and 
tcnder friend, her wise and sober counsellor. her accredited re· 
presentative in the great and august council of the Empire:' And 
he rounded his lament and tribute with two lines of touching 
verse: 

~b, for the touch of a vanished hand, 
And the sound of a voice that is still. 

The session was not a particularly memorable one excep'_. 
perhaps. for two things. First, it nearly decided to go into hiber
mtion if not fall into voluntary desuetude. [ts very first act was 
to appoint a high-powered committee whose ex-otHcio members 
were the President. the Chairman of the Reception Committee, 
the General Secretary, the Joint General Secretary, and tne Stand
ing Counsels to the Congres.s, and whose ordinary members in· 
eluded such influential stalwarts as Surendranath Banerjea, 
Veeraraghavachariar, Hamid Ali Khan. Dinshaw Wacha, Madan 
Mohan Malaviya and Sankarun Nair. The committee was. asked 
to "consitler and report, on or before the morning of the 30th 
illstant, whether {H not. it is advisable 1'0 discontinue the Annual 
Sessions of Indian National Co-ngress until after the British 
Session. and, if not'. under what regulations. as to number of 
delegates, localities for assemblage, and the like, flitureCongJC5SeS 
shall be held." 

Fortunately for it-and India-the committee did not think 
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it a good id\!a to discontinue the annual sessions, though the 
notion had b.:-en stirring in some minds for al least two years as. 
may be judged from a letter Dadabhai Naoroji wrot~ to Mala~ 
bari in December 1889. '·I read in the Indiall SpeNator [Mala~ 
bari's paper}," he wf(lte, "that there was an idea of making the 
Congress quinquennial, and I wrote my views against it in Din
sha's Ictter .. " ." The committee set up at Nagpur was of the same 
view as Naoroji's. It reported that, after considering the maHer 
referred to it and informally consulting various members of the 
Subjects Committee and other delegates, it was "clearly of 
opiniO'Il ihat it is not advisable to discontinue the Annual Ses~ion 
of the Indian National Congress until after the Briti~h Session, 
and that future Congresses should be held under the same re
gulations as heretofore," The Congress, therefore. resolved 
"that the Annual Sessions of the Congress in India continue to 
be held until all necessary reforms have been secured." 

This was just as well. For the British Session of the Congress 
that the Calcutta Congress had agreed should be held in 1892 
had to be suspended without any future date being flxed for it 
even tentatively. This was done on the recommendation of the 
British Committee and "in view of the General Eleclron now 
impending in England." That General Election came and went 
and many more after that. But although the notion of holding 
a special session of the Congress in England continued to tan~ 
talize many a Congress leader, even men like Hal Gangadhar 
Tilak. it remained such stuff as dreams are made on and, after 
the arrival of the Mahatma on the scene. sunk without trace into 
the vast limbo of unfulfilled human plans. 

The other thing which entitles the Nagpur session of the 
Congress to be remembered is that for the first time ending of 
Indian poverty was declared to be priority [lumber one in the 
aims of the Congress. The declaration came in a rather indirect 
way, but it was nonetheless premonitory. fn a telegram General 
Booth of the Salvation Army fame had commended to the at~ 
tent ion of the Congress "the claims of the milliom of India's 
starving poor" and urged "the considerati()n of some scheme 
by which these destitute multitudes can be placed upon the 
waste lands of the country, in such an organised and befriended 
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manner ;.l5 will enable them to gain for themselves, those neces
saries of a heallby existence which, in their present circumstances, 
are denied." And. he had ended with a prayer "for the blessing 
of God upon the labours of the Congress." 

The Congress was duly appreciative of this message and in 
its telegram in reply to Genera! Booth told him that "the Con
gress programme now embodies all primarily essential reforms." 
But it was obviously not persuaded that the problem of Indian 
poverty could be solved by settling the "destitute multitudes ... 
upon the waste lands of the country." "No possible scheme of 
internal immigration," its telegram to the Head of the Salva
tion Army said, "can perceptibly relieve the fifty to sixty millions 
of half-starving paupers, whose sad conditions constitute the 
primary raison d'e(re of the Congress. It is only by modifying 
the adverse conditions out of which this widespread misery arises, 
,and by raising the moral standard of the people, that any real 
relief is possible." It would seem that the Garioi Hatao slogan 
has a long and very respectable lineage going back as it does to 
the founding fathers of the Congress .... 



CHAPTER III 

THE PROPER STUDY 

It was-as it has remained-a movable feast. From Nagpur 
in a year's time it was to move for the second time to Allahabad 
at the heart of the Indo-Gangetic plain. And the ChIistmas 
after the tables, so to' speak. were laid at Lahore. It was some
thing in the nature of La Ronde, toO', with the wheel revolving 
in ever widening circles, first taking in all the capital cities, then 
other cities and towns, and still later covering in its orbit 
even minor townships and unheard of places. Always, hO'W
ever, keeping within the limits of what was then Briti&h India. 
although Dad.1.bhai Naoroji had favoured fairly early on ex
tending the scope of its concern to embrace the Princely States
of India. "It is desirable." he was to write to Hume in January 
1888, "that Native States ~ould be allowed to take an interest 
in.. and help, the Congress and even. if they choose, to find 
delegates. The Native States have their own wants and grievan
ces, and a body like the Congress and other public associations 
can alone take up political questions .... A solidarity of this kind 
between all the people of India is a thing to be desired. The 
interests of the Native States are intimately connected with those 
of the subjects of British India." His idea, of course, was to 
"carry the Native Princes completely with us"~a tall order
but which he thought would add to the strength of the Congress 
and "give weight and consideration to the Cnngress in the opinion 
of the people here [meaning BritainJ." The suggestion. however, 
was never taken up at the time although much later an 
Indian States' Peoples Conference was to be formed which was 
technically an autonomous organisation, but in effect a depart~ 
mental extension of the Congress. 

Meanwhile its nomadic way of life and functioning was not 
without its method and purpose. It was a kind of practical exercise 
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in national political integration. By holding its sessions in 
different places each year and cnmpe!ling India's political elite 
to travel to them like pilgrims of olden times, it made it possi
ble for them to "discover" India and acquire some sense of 
that vast similitude [to borrow Whitman's phraseJ which, aCfO$S 

all its diversities, interlocks Indian people. That would not 
have been pOl'siblc if it had a fixed ~tbode .md permanent venue. 
Its detractors, both at home amI abroad, might ridicUle its ses
sion." as mobile lamas/las. And, certainly. there was an eJemel\t 
of pure spectacle about the annual Congress sessions and the 
variety of social and cultural sideshows that went with them, 
though not in the pejorative sense which its critics and traducers 
implied. For these sessions soon came to acquire the character 
of a national fel!', a political kel'mis and even a kennis heroique 
when. in later years. on occasions in holding them the Congtess 
had to run the gauntlet of physical opposition and obstruction 
by the secular power as, for instance. at Calcutta in March 1933, 

Were there space enough-and time-the temptation we uld 
be irresis\ible to reconstruct and chronicle, however briefly, the 
highlights of each session., if not over the past hundred years, 
at least fil1 the la<;t Congress session held at Meerut in 1946 be
fore the "transfer of power". For each had its moment of high 
drama and even humour and comic relief. But in a sketchyout
line of its history. obviously, there is neither space enough
nor time-for any such detailed narrative. We are bound, there
fore. to summarize, compress and skip over much that seems 
arresting and not a little that is significant. 

Nevertheless. it was necessary to deal at some length with 
the Congress sessions between 1885·9 J not only because of the 
nostalEic fascination of those e<1r1y ycars beyond recall. but be
cause they were crucial formative years. It has always b;.--ell the 
contention of those who preside over the affairs of the Society 
or Jesus that the foundations of human personality are almost 
ullalterably \:tid during the first seven yelrs of a child's lire. a 
view which modern psychology tends to confirm. But, perhaps, 
it applies no less to human institutions. At any rate, it was dur
ing the first six or seven yeus of the Indian National Congress 
that the pattern of the political reflexes which were to detef
mine and govern its acts and decisions over the next three decades 
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and more btcame Fet. It is. even arguable that it never quite shook 
nlf thos.e reflexes even though they got overlaid by Olher and 
much more radical impubes that it developed, partly in response 
tll the challenges it had to meet and partly because of the widen~ 

ing of its base. 
Mme. These early years not only saw the pattern of the 

political reflexes of the Congress becoming established; they 
also witnessed the emergence of the opposing pattern of reflexes
and attitudes flowing from those reflexes-of the British power 
in [nuill vis-a~vis the Congress. The patronizing posture of com~ 
plaisance which some of the top men in the. British bureaucratic 
hierarchy in India had been inclined to adopt towards the Con
gress during the first two or three years of its existence soon 
yielded place to a visceral sense of apprehension that no matter 
how amenable and docile the Congress leaders might seem. the 
very force of things wa!> likely to drive them in time towards an 
adversarial position either because even their minimal demands 
were not acceptable to the Government or because, in so far as 
any political concessions could be made. they were liable to 
whet the appetite and they were sure. like Oliver, to return to 
ask for more. 

Thus the fear grew that the Congress was no mere sllppli~ 
cam for little crumbs that could be spared by the Govemment~ 
but a challenger in the making for the ultimate power in India. 
Nor was thi~ fear just a pn:w.tuct of an overwrought and neuro· 
tic imagination. Independent British observers who had no 
particular axe to grind also saw the Congress developjng in the 
fulness of time into a centre of power and authority that must 
eventually undennine the Raj. Edward Carpenter. ror instance. 
in his book Adam's Peak (0 Elephant" clearly discerned in the 
COlJgres~ sessions "a fuet quite compar:.tble to the meetings of 
the Labour Congresses. in late years in the capitals of Europe:' 
He went on to add: 

If the Congress movement is destined to become a great 
political movement, it must, it seems to me, eventuate 
in one of two ways-cither in violence and civil war. 
owing to determined hostility of our Government; nr-
which is more !ikely~if our Government grants more 
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and more representative power to the people. in the im
mense growth of political and constitutional life amongst 
them. and the gradual driving out of British rule thereby .... 
I can neither see nor imagine any other conclusions. The 
Congress movement being founded on the economic causes 
-the growth of communicati()lls, etc.,-it is hard to be
lieve that it wHl not go on and spread .... 

What actually came to pass was something of a mix of the 
two scenarios which Carpenter had envisaged. But either way 
it was not a prospect which the bureaucratic establishment in 
India or its principals at home could contemplate with equani
mity. The original notion of men like Duffedn that the Congress 
would serve the purpose of "Her Majesty's Loyal Opposition" 
in India had gone more than a little awry in its working out
perhaps because it had been wholly misconceived. Not that the 
Congress in those days was ever remiss. in paying in seas.on and 
out of season its tribute of undyin.g loyalty to Caesar. EVen at 
this distance- in time, it is difficult to read without deep embar
rassment some of the unctuous outpourings of sycophancy 
that were heard at these early Congress sessions. They seem to 
have revolted the small body of radicals in the Congress fold at 
the time. Lain Murlidhar, an engaging and inveterate enfant 
terrible from the Punjab, for example, was to rise to wag an ac~ 
cusing finger at his sedate colleagues assembled in Lal Hagh at 
Nagpur and castigate them mercilessly in Urdu for their com
plicity in the British spoliation and exploitLltion of India: 

You, you, it seems, are content to join with these accursed 
monsters [meaning "the hag plwcrty" and its ugly brood 
to whom he had referred earlier] in battening on the heart's 
blood of your brethren (aies of No, No,). I say Yes; 
look round: What are all these chandeliers and Ia.mps, and 
European.-made chairs and tables, and smart clothes and 
hats, and English coal's and bonnets and frocks. and silver~ 
mounted canes. and all the luxurious fittings of your houses. 
but trophies of India's misery and mementoes of India's 
starvation! Every rupee you have spent on Europe·made 
articks is a. rUI)ce of which you have robbed your poorer 
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brethren. honest handicraftsmen, who can now no longer 
earn a living ... 

And our good Government is so grieved at the decay 
of all native industries, so anxious that we s.hould (lnCC 

more be in a position to supply ourselves and find work here 
for OUI people. that they have established. r believe. nearly 
one dozen lCchnical schools, amongst 300 millions of people. 

The Mahatma himself could hardly have impmved upon 
such piairHpeaking. Howevcl. if some in the Congress-and. 
perhaps, even mOle outside its rank~, especially in Bengal
thought that the Congress was overdoing the loyalty act and 
scarcely attending to its role as "Opposition" under a system 
of insidious despotism. on the "thcl sides or the great divide 
there were many more Blitish officials in active service or retire
ment who were not at all impre%ed by the demonstrations of 
loyalty by the Congress at its annual sessions and saw the cloven 
hoof of sedition and treachery behind the frequent collective 
kow-tows. LepeJ Griffin in his notorious-and uninten
tionally hilarious jf paranoiac~article in Formightfy Rel'ie\\' in 
1892 wrote of the Congress : 

Th: National Congress is no more representative of India 
than a Socialist meeting in Hyde Park i? representative 
of England. Its Frankenstein was an Englishman whom a 
speaker in the House asserted would have been hanged or 
shot as a traitor under any less mild rule than our own, 
and whose crazy utterJ.nces were wisely denounc.ed. by both 
political parties. But his views have not been disc/aimed 
by the Indian Congres!', whkh has for years past adopted 
and circulated them, although some representatives of the 
body in London have found it judicious to condemn them. 
There is plenty of pretence of loyalty to the Queen in the 
fonnal meetings of Cnngress, but aJl its proceedings are 
ilnimated by hostility to the Government of the Queen and 
to the officers whom she has appointed to administer in 
her name .. " 

lepeJ Griffin's outburst u!,.qinst the Congress which he was 
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convinced was nothing but a C'cnspiracy of "itinerant Bengali agi
!ators" and their convert<; in other parts of India might havc 
been shrugged off as the delirious gibberish of a reactionary 
mind at the end of its tether. But the animuo> against the Con~ 
gress of which it was a symptom wa~ sh.ued by much of the 
British officialdom in India and in the North Sea Island. After 
all, even Dufferln who had much impressed P.C. Mazumdar, 
the Brahmo leader. by telling him that he was an Irishman him
~elf and it was hardly possible that he should "not sympathise 
with the ~pirations of a nation $') similarly circumstanced" a.s 
his own, did not leave the shores of India without ha.ving a nasty 
side-swipe at the Congress in his after-dinner speech on St. 
Andrew's Night which Lepel Grilfin could quote in his article 
wilh approval. "How could any rersonable man imagine," he 
bad asked his bemused but appreciative audience. rhetoricallj, 
"that the British Government would be content to allow this mic
roscopic minority to control the administration of that maje~tic 
and multifOnll Empire, for whose safety and welfare they are 
responsible in the eyes of God and before the face of civilisa
tion? It appears to me a groundless contention that it represents 
the people of India. Is it not evident that large sections l1f the 
community are already becoming alarmed at the thought of such 
self-constituted bodies interposing between themselves and the 
august impartiality of English rule?" 

That was at the end of 1888. Whether or not any "large 
sections of the community" were becoming alarmed at the 
thought, the British G()vernment and its factotums in India. to 
say nothing of the British commercial interests. had already be
come alarmed at the growth of the Congress even before it had 
properly taken off. Far from looking upon the Congress as their 
pliable tool, or "funning dog" or British imperialism as it was 
once fashionable to describe it amongst Left-wing pub!icist~, 

it was plain to most people from fairly early on that the British 
ruling establishment was increasingly inclined to regard the 
Indian National Congress as its adversary number one whom 
it must cut dOWll to ~i7.e, contain and neutralize politically if not 
eliminate. If the authorities did not straightaway resort to tough 
sanctions against it. like proscription and suppression-th.ough 
there were quite a few muscular men at the various echelons of 
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the admlnistrati .. ,m who w;!r.: impatient to use strong-arm tactics 
to put it down-it was only be,,;ause the Congress was nol do
ing anything, nor was it contemplating anything, which c~)uld 

provide the administration with an excuse or pretence plausible 
enough fOf it to come down nn it with a heavy h;md and which 
the Government at home could justify in Parliament. 

Other ways and means had, therefore. to be worked out. And 
they were. Every divisive nerve terminal in the body-social of 
India was probed and played upon even though by a perverse 
paradox of imperialism the British power had created for its 
own needs and economic interests the physical and administra
tive infrastructure which made sense only in the context of a 
nati()n~s.ate, actual or potentiaL The purpose clearly was to 
conjule up countervailing fields of force and tension~regional, 
sectarian and confessional-to hem in the Congress and allow 
it no room for political manoeuvre. Every species of Quis
iingism was encouraged and patronage and preferments were 
disp~nsed freely to subvert national loyalties. All this was cou
pled with a propaganda campaign of disinformation and distor
tion to undermine the credibility of the Congress as a national 
tribune-and that not only during the season of peace on earth 
and goodwill towards the humankind when it held its annual 
sessions, but aU the year round and relentlessly. 

Indeed, by the early 1890s if not even earlier the battle lines 
between the British power in India and the Indian National 
Congress were clearly drawn even though so far as the latter 
W"d.5 concemed it could only be fought by it as a battle of wits 
and a battle of nerves. The Jines of Indo-British polemics were 
also sharply etched out during these early years and they were 
hardly to change over the next half a century when it was time 
for the British 10 depart~and did not wht)lly change even then. 
The Congress claimed that Tndia was a nation t1nd it spoke for 
that nation. "The members of the Congress meet together," 
Pherozeshah Mehta had declared at Calcutta in 1890, "as men, 
on the common basis of nationality, being citizens of one coun~ 
try .... " Dadabhai Naoroji, after his election to the House of 
Commons from Central Finsbury in 1892, was ttl preside for 
the second time over the O'}ngress session----at Lahore in 1893. 
In his presidential address he took up the refrain intoned at 
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every Congress session before~and since. "Let us always remem
ber that we are all children of (Htr Mother coltlHry .... Whether 
I am a Hindu, a Mohammedan, a Parsi, a Christian or 
of any other creed, r am above all an Indian, our country is 
India; our nationality is Indian." And Madan Mohan Mala
viya who, ill his younger days. rarely failed to come up with 
llPpropriate quotations from English verse, at Allahabad stressed 
the oncnc~s of Indian people by reading a poem which ended 
with the Jines: 

The mystic stirring of a Common life 
Which makes the many one. 

But. it may well be asked, why was it considered necessary 
to harp persistently and so vehemently on what should have been 
taken for granted? Were not the Congress leaders betraying some 
inner doubt by protesting too much '! The ansWer is that, in part 
at My rote, these passionate affimuttions of Indian nation.hood 
were provoked by the continuol.L'i and well~orcheslrated Brilish 
propaganda. both at home and in india. which denied that there 
was any such thing as an Indian nation and treated the claims 
of the Congress to speak on its behalf with at best polite scepti· 
cism and more often with insolent ridicule. "The fact of the 
matter is," the Morning Post wrote loftily while the Bombay 
session was welcoming BradJaugh as an honoured guest, "that 
the fundamental assertion which underlies the entire fabric of 
the National Indian Congress movement is a fallacy of colossal 
dimensions. The 'people of India' is simply non-existent:' 

Nor could this be dismissed as the ignorant twaddle or a BJim
pish leader-writer. The Morning Post was merely paraphrasing 
what Sir John Stmtchey, an Old India Hand. had wriUen a 
year earlier in his India: lis Administration tl11(1 Progress: 
"This is the first and most essential thing to learn about lndia
that there is not .and never was an lndia, or even any country of 
India. possessing, a,("'Cording to European ideas, any sort of 
unity. physical, f,olitical, social or religious: no Indian nation, 
no 'people <;)f lndia', of which we hear so much:' 

R. P,llme Dutt quoting Sir John's cocksure statemenl in his 
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india Today nicely observed that it was evidently made in the 
spirit of the farmer at the zoo stoutly confronting the giraffe. 
Unfortunately, however, it was no joking matter, The incre
dulous fanner-and his incredulity was no less impermeable for 
being feigned-had the key to the giraffe's C'd.ge. From the very 
start, therefore, the Indo- British jrnpasse scemed total. It could 
not be broken just by arguing. It certainly speaks much for the 
monumental patience of Ihe Congress leadership that during the 
first three and a half decades their whole political effort and 
stratogy was based on the stubborn assumption that somehow 
the impasse could be resolved or circumvented by means of 
rational debate and argument even when it must have been clear 
to any detached observer that it was largely a dialogue of the 
deaf. 

Their patience, moreover, had its perit and the peril was 
tWofold. FiTht, white at the outset it was no doubt dictated by 
necessity and the recognition that they had no other resource 
at their command against the entrenched might oran Empire on 
which the sun was still shining the full sidereal day, except rea
soned but humble pleading and invoking parallels and prece
dents from the British constitUlional history, the habit of sup-
plication progressively tended to become second nature-with them 
which inhibited any fresh thinking or working out other forms 
of persuasion. Secondly~ -and it was related to the first-there 
was the peril ofagrowing short-circuit of understanding between 
the gerontocracy which ruled the roost at the Congress sessions 
and the younger generation of politically awakened Indians 
who, despairing of the tired old rhetoric of constitutionalism.,. 
turned to what Annie Besant chose to call "anarchism" and 
"revolutionary plots" which were to prove no more effl.'Ctive 
by the1ll,~elves than the pleas and petitions entered by the Con
gress patriarchs. All this was to become increasingly apparent 
with each passing year of the last decade of the 19th century
and after. 

The proper study of any politiC<l.1 party or movement--and 
{he Indian National Congress was more a movement than a 
party--is not only what it says from the public platforms but 
what it does on Hie ground level. Indeed, the ultimate criterion 
by which it is judged is the dcgn .. -e of equivalence between what 
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it says and what it does. Of course. there can never be in this 
best of all possible worlds a cent per cent equivalence between 
the word and the deed however desirable it may seem from a per~ 
Jeclionist standpoint. But there is a minimal co-efficient of equi
valence between the word and serious endeavour 10 work out 
the means to make it flesh below which nO' political party Dr 
movement C'J.n affDrd to fall without not just risking loss of cre
dibility but undermining its Dwn inner sense of relevance. During 
what has been described as the constitutional phase Df its strug~ 
gle. there were occasions when the [ndian National Congress 
verged on that and the crises which it faced from time to tinw in 
holding together ultimately connected with that stultifying 
(fetidt. 

Not that the progranunes for which it Dpted from session to 
'SessiDn ever erred Dn the side of being over-ambitious. If any
thing. tbe demands it made tended to be so "immDderJ.tely" 
modemte that they put off youthful radicals in India from swell
ing its ranks and embarrassed and even irritated its sympathi
sers in Britain, like Hyndm:m who was a close friend of Dada
bhai Naoroji and held him otherwise in high esteem. But they 
nevertheless progressively extended to wider areas of Indian 
.concern and interest. The number of resolutions which came up 
for debate and were passed at its annual sessiDns expanded or 
-cDntracted from year to year, depending on the prevailing situa
tion and public Jlreoccupations at any given time. But in general. 
the trend W'J.S for the demands to grow and multiply till there 
was hardly any sphere of domestic policy-aciministmtive. fiscal 
and economic, educational and social, judicial and eVen military 
-which they did not touch. 

Dr. B. Pattabhi Sitaramayya in The }{jslUry of rhe Indian 
National Con~res.~, reviewing the resolutions passed by it between 
1885-1918, lists fifty-six different items which they dealt with. 
These ranged from questiDns of civil liborties like laws on sedi
tion and press to drink and prostitution, police administration 
and the system of forced labour (begar), currency policy and 
agdcultural indebtedness, Forest Laws. and the Arms Act, the 
pJight of Tndian students in England and the creation of an inde~ 
pendent medical service in India. And his inventory is by no 
means exhaustive. It misses out, for example, the Congress 
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demand for the extension of the Permanent Settlement operative 
in Bengal to other Provinces and Presidencies which for sevenll 
years loomed large on its agenda but which was allowed quietly 
(0 be dropped, partly no doubt because the constituency whose 
interests it was manifestly intended to serve, the great and medium 
land-owning gentry, had crossed over to the other side and for 
all practiC'dl purposes was lost to the Congress-for good. 

One peculiar and significant lacuna in the Congress prog
ramme throughout this period which mlIst strike any student of 
its history was the blind eye it turned to international politics. 
While drafting the agenda the Subjects Committee seemed 
studiously to steer clear of foreign policy issues. Yet most of 
them were men who followed. the tide of world events with great 
interest. The reason for this rern.arkable self~denial is not dHlicult 
to surmise and has already been mentioned. However, while 
avoiding any dJrect and overt trespass into a sensitive field which 
the British Govemment jealously guarded as its exclusive pre~ 
serve, the Congress did m.1.rutge obliquely to stake lndia's claim 
to have its say in matters which were deeply enmeshed with the 
foreign policy of an. empire stH! in the process. of expansion. 

Thus from the very first session it politely dissociated itself 
and India from any acts of policy which involved the use of the 
country as a launching~pad for aggression against and subjuga
tion of India's neighbours. It opposed the annexation of Burma: 
it opposed military sorties against Afghanistan: and long before 
the contours of the "forward policy" became fully fashioned in 
the fimt hands of George Nathaniel Curzon, it subjected it to 
what for it was severe criticism. At the Sixth Congress session 
in Calcutta Dinshaw Wacha, who had studied the economic 
consequences of the poliey, tore it apart quite savagely: 

It is the s()-called defence policy, the safeguarding of our 
frontiers and tmnsfrontiers from a bugbear of their o\Vn 
creation, which is at the root of the financial embarrass~ 
ments of the Government. and at the root of the starving 
and misery which are eating away the lives of tens of mil
lions of our pauper Indians ... The embarrassments arising 
from the fall in the value of silver are a mere fleabite, 
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compared witb the financial ditficulties in which the 
Government of [ndia is plunged by this insane policy .... 

The pcrsistent pressure for a reduction in the expenditure 
011 th.e :military establishment in India, or at least for freezing it 
at the levet at which it was, was c$senLially directed against the 
imperialist foreign policy m.asquerading as a policy of defence 
of India's frontiers. Admittedly, it came up against a problem 
here which left it open to the charge of double-talk and disin· 
genuousncss, For in the same breath as it called for reduction 
of military expenditure which had been escalating from year to 
year, the Congress was demanding the opening of the higb.er 
mnks in the lndian Army to flldians, establishment of military 
colleges in India, introduction of the system of volunteering for 
military service and other measures whicll would make m.ilitary 
training more freely available 10 Indians bet;,U!SC, as Raja Rampal 
Singh was feelingly to complain at the Second Congress. the 
Government p~1liCy had been responsible "for systematically 
cru:;hing t)ut of us all ll1.\rtial spirit, for converting <t race of sol· 
diers and hClOes into a timid Hock of quill·driving sheep:' 

But, of course, the main grl)und on which it based its demands 
was that it would IlUIke tho.: Indian Army more cost effective 
and might even saVe the Government some moncy. As Ali Muha· 
mmad Bhimji pointed out at the Seventh Congrcss that an English 
soldier cost more to keep in India than in Englalld~R:;. 775 
against Rs. 285 (roughly £52 and £19 respectively) When the per 
capita income in lndia was thirty shillings and £42 in England. 

~ The figures he quoted were incontrovertible, though the Congress 
leaders were being naive if they thought the economic argwnent 
would carry any weight with the Government-in Calcutta or 
WJlitehail. 

Indeed, the Congress was being transparent rather than 
disingenuous in wanting progressive Indimtization of an army 
which was paid for by India but Indian in name only, being of~ 
fieered by the British, with a strong Praetorian Britisil eompo~ 
nent, and used only to serve British interests. Nor was there 
any double-talk involved in the case made out by the Congress. 
For the Congress never claimed--not even during the period of 
Gandhian ascendancy-I hat it was a pacifist body or movement. 
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It certainly wanted a defence policy, but one geared 10 the de
fence of India and Indian interests, not the defence of a colonial 
power and its interests. Similarly, its C'J.II for the Indianization 
of the army in India was of a piece with its call fOf the Indian
ization of Indian administration at an accelerated pace. 

There was yet another point at which the Cong,ess begAll 
to encroach upon British imperial policy towards the end of the 
century. The second half of the 19th century witnessed the open
jug up of the African continent. especially south of the Sahara, 
to intensive and ruthless exploitation by Western imperialism, 
with British imperialism in the vanguard, As part of this pro
cess, Ihe British Government had encouraged the export of 
Indian. though not only Indian, htbour to what is now South 
Africa and then consisted of four Colonies-Natal, the Cape, the 
Transvaal and the Orange Free State, an dominated by the 
European settlers, principally the Dutch and the British. The 
first batch of labourers had gone from Madras and Calcutta in 
186('1 under the "indenture" or eontmct ~ystel14 but under cer
tain guarantees, induding the right to return 1l) India on the 
completion of the contracted period or settle as free cit.izens 
"all blld allotted to them by the Government equiva.lent in value 
to the cost ohheir return passage." Indian workers, apparently, 
were considered good v1lluc for very little money hecause they 
seemed to be more amenable and skilled than their African 
comrades and ideally suited for dcveloping agricultuml. mineral 
and other resources of the vast virgin lands. 

Tn the wake of Inuian labour,~:',; followed Indian traders and 
even professional people so {htu by the 1880s ~mall but sizC"J.blc 
Illdian communities had grown up in all the four Colonies, the 
largest conccntmtioll being in Natal -in Dltrban. It was to 
Durban that Mollandas Karamchand Gandhi had gone in May 
1893 on a profc$sional visit. He was shocked to discover the 
racial discrimination to which the Indian population was sub
jected in buscs, traim, ScllOOls and hotels, 110 Indian being al
lowed to move from one Colony in another without a permit. 
Ignoring the guarantees given in 1~60 and rcnewed in 1869, lead 
W<l5 taken by the Transvaal in passing discriminatory legisla
tion in 1885 in contravention of the provisions of the London 
Convention of 1884 between the British Government and tbe 
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Transvaal Dutch Republic which declared th.,t nil persons "other 
t.han Natives [who were not supposed to ha\'~ any human rights. 
at all]" would cnjll)" frceci(,m of m()YClncnL rc.\idcJU,"C, owncr~tlip 
of property, and carrying out of bll~illess, and that they would 
not be subject to any taxes othC"f than. those iJllPo~erl Dn Dutch 
citizcl15. 

The ic-;td gl\,":11 by the Tmllsvaal was f\)IJow..:u by Natal which 
drafted its own "disabling" Bill to disertfranchise Indians in I X94. 
It w~s Gandhi wIlt}, \In the eve of !us return ttl fnditl after finbh
jng his legal work, saw details of the pending radst Biit in the 
local newspapers and at once re'llised whelt it portended. He 
brought it to the notice or his Indian friend;, and acquaintances 
who, characteristically, seemed blissfully unaware of the sword 
of D'amocles hanging over their heads. Out once alerted they 
insisted on his :.taying in Natal and helping them to fight the Bill. 
This he did and with his usual singlc-mindcdness and energy. 
He dr4fted :l series of memorials :lnd petitions to the Governor. 
the Legislative Council of Natal, to Lord Ripon in Engla.nd, and 
to Lord Elgin. the reigning proconsul in lndia at the time. He 
wrote letters to the Press. He corresponded with Dadabhai 
Naoroji and later Wedderburn seeking their help in the struggle 
against the Franchise Law Amendment Bill. Bul public opinion 
at home appeared to be ~low in responding to the call for help
from their compatriots in SOUtll African colonies. It was not 
until Gandhi came back to India to visit his family and addres~ 
sed a number of meetings in Madras, BDmbay and Calcutta in 
the SUnllner of 1896 and published his pamphlct~the fam.ous 
"Green Pamphlet'"-entitled The Grievances of the British Indians 
ill South Africa: An Appeal to the Indiall Public, two editions of 
which sold out in ntxt to no time, Ill.at it began to dawn on Indian 
politicians what an enormity was about to be perpetrated. 

Even so the Congress Wal, somewhat tardy in engaging its 
interest in the fate of South African Indians. TIle problem must 
have seemed far away and out of sigltt: and wha.t t he eye does not 
see the heart does not grieve over. It wa~ not unlil hv() years bter 
that it was persuaded to put it 011 the agenda of the Fourteenth 
Congress held at Madrns---the fourth to be held there-under 
the presidency of AnandalUohan Bose. It was the twelfth on 
the list and couched in relatively milll, if not soporific, language: 
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That this Congress deplores the invidious. and 
humiliating distinctions made bctw<w'Cu Indian and European 
settlers in South Africa, a prominent instance of which is 
afforded by the recent decision of the Trrmsva,\] High Court 
restricting Indians to "'ocdtious

o

, and appeals to Her 
Majesty's Government and the Government of India to 
guard the !ntercsls of Indian scHler~, and to relieve lhernor 
the disabilities imposed on them. 

But it seemed more an act of piety than a commitment of" 
\vholehcarled atld active support though G. Parameswaran Pillai 
who moved the resolution and R.D. Nagarkar will) seconded 
it spoke strongly. This surmise was proved right when the Fjf~ 
teenth Congress hc-\d at Lucknow in 1899. with Romes.h Chundcr 
Dull presiding, g'J.ve the issue of raci~t legislation against Indians 
in Soulh Africa a miss. But it was not an issue that was to go 
away. It returned to the order paper at the Sixteenth Congress 
which met at Lahore at the da\Vl1 of the new century. with N.G. 
Chandavarkar at the helm, though way down as item number 
20, ex.pressing the hope "that in view of the re-arrangement of 
the boundaries in that Continent and the incorporation of the 
late Boer Republics into the British Dominions, the disabilities 
under which the Indian settlers laboured in those Republics, 
and as to which Her Majesty's Government owing to their in
dependence in internal matters felt powerless to obtain redress. 
will now no longer exist ... '. 

It was some hope. The Seventccmh CL1llgress session at C::d
cHtta under Dinsh,tw Edlllji Wacha was 100 busy paying tribute 
lO the Queen-Empress who had died in lhe meanwhile (not to 
mention Rautloc:) and tendering hom..1.£c 1<1 Edward VII who 
at long last had made it to the British and imperial throne to 
have much 1 imc to deVole- to the plight of IndiullS ill S(}uth 
Africa. AIl the same. it managed to s.quceze bl a brief resolu
tklll of sympathy for Ihem, urging the S(.,'Cretary of State for India 
"to secure ... n just and equitable adjustment" of their claim ... 
and even promoted it to the sixth place on the agenda. 

But this must have been due to the fact that Mohandas Karam· 
chand Gandhi. still a relatively unknown figure, was present at 
the Congress for the ftrst ti:tUC and, indeed, moved the resolution 
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(m the sltbjcct in a brief. matter-of· fact speech. "I appear before 
you," he said, "not as a delegate, but more as a petitioner on 
behalf of the hundred thousand British Indians in South Africa." 
He then pointed out their twofold grievances. "The first class of 
grievances arises from the anti-Indian attitude of the Europe-an 
Colonists, and the second class of grievances arises from the 
reproduction of that anti· Indian feeling in anti·Indian legisla
tion throughout the four Colonies in South Africa." 

He g.'We some instances of the first type of grievance induding 
the case of a certain Kaikobad, "son of the late Mr. Cowasjee 
Dinshaw of Aden", who was returning to Natal from Cape Town 
when there were plague restrictions in South Africa. The Plague 
Officer. Gandhi told the Congress, simply said, "1 cannot land 
you; you seem to be an Indian. 1 have instructions not to land 
any coloured people at all". It was ollly after the Colonial Sec· 
retary of Natal was sent a telegram and gave his clearance tltat 
Kaikobad was allowed to land. "Now. as to the second class of 
grievances," he added, "so far as Natal is concerned, I am afraid, 
it is a sealed book. The legislation has been alre.!dy sanctioned. It 
prevents any Indian from emering Natal unless he or she can write 
out in l)ne of the Europeall languages the fonn attached to the 
Immig'..ltion Act." 

The remedy he wanted the Congress to apply was what friends 
had told him. in ~ngland. Their advice, he said. was "Move 
the Indian public; let them hold public meetings; if possible, 
send deputations 10 the Viceroy, and do everything lhat you 
can do to strengthen I)UI hands here. The authorities are sym
pathetic and you are likely to get ju:o;tice.·· But he wanted more 
than just sympathy from the Congress; more even than just 
putting their hands into their pockets. "There are delegates", 
he said. "who arc editors of influential newspapers, there 
are delCl,rates who are barristers, who are merchants, princes, 
etc. All these C'Jn render very pmcticai aid. The editors can 
collect accurate information and overhaul in tlleir papers the 
Whole question of foreign entigrdtion and ventilate our grievances 
systematically, Professional men can serve thcm.~elves and 
their countrymen by settling in South Africa ... GentJemcn, if 
some of the distinguished Indians, I see before me tonight 
were to go to South Mrica ... our grievances must be removed." 
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The resolution was passed unanimously and obviously 
Gandhi's plea had some impact. For next year at Ahmedabad, 
with Surendranath Bancrjea as President. a much longer resolu
tion was placed fifth in the order of rriorities. While noting 
"with satisfaction the assurance recently given by the Secretary 
of State for India, to a deputation", it "regretted" that the Int

perialis. spirit of the British Colonies, instead of mitigating 
the anli·lndjan legislation. threatens "to impose further disabili
ties and hardships lm His Majesty's loyal Indian subjects." The 
Congress leaders seemed not to have grasped that loyalty. like 
virtue. had to be its own reward under imperialism. 

But the moment d truth W'd.S drawing near. The following 
year at Madras there was only one illustrious de'ad to mOllrn~ 
the lale Raja of Ramnad. Lalmohan Ghose. the first Indian 
to contest a seat in British Parliament. albeit unsuccessfully, 
had been "dragged out of his political yogism", as PherOleshah 
Me1l1a was to put il. and persuaded to take on the responsibility 
of presidency of the Indian National Congress. He provided 
his audience a rare literary least by quoting Homer and Virgil 
and invoking the spirits of Dante and Tasso, Shakespeare and 
Milton. Corneille and Racine "who though dead, deathless aU". 
But although he laid no claims to Sibyl's "hundred mouths ... 
and adamantine lungs", he found words at once strong enough 
and subtle enough to CtlOdemn the "empty pageant" of Curlon's 
Darbar in Deilli Ilgainsl a backdrop of "Pestilence and Famine", 
and spoke of the"bitter memories of tile different treatment re
ceived by Indians and Europeans" al that imperialist extrava
ganza. he seemed to overlook the humiliations being heaped 
on Indians in South Africa. 

Neverthelcs,s the issue figured prominently on the Congress 
agenda as resolution number four. It was also worded more 
sharply than any previous motion on the subject. "This Con
gress," it said, "views with grave concern and regret the hard 
lot of His Majesty's Indian suhjects li~·ing in British Colonies in 
South Africd., Australia. and elsewhere, the great hardships 
and disabilities to which they are subjected by the Colonial Gov
ernments, and the consequent degradation of their status and 
rights as subjects of the King, and protests against the treat
ment of [ndians by the Colonies as backward and uncivilized 



Tl-m PROPER STUDY 87 

races." For tlte firsllime, moreover, it went beyond mere protest 
and called for a ban on Indian emigration to these Colonies if 
the GoYernment were unable to seCllre equality of treatment 
for them: 

It prays that, ill view of the great part the [ndian seltlers 
have played in the development of the Colonies and the 
economic advantages which have resulted both ill India 
and to the Colonies from the emigration to and stay in 
the latter, the Governm.ent of rnrlia will be pleased to ensure 
to them all file dglu.I' and prh'ilege_I' ({ British citi=ell.l'liip 
ill cnmmoll with rhe European ,1'uNt'cts of His J\iaje,\',.I' 
[0111' itlllies], by cnfDrcing, if nt .. 'Cessary. sllch measures 
as will render it imI,O%ible fllr the Colonies to secure 
Indian immigrants except on fair. equitable and honour
able terms; and thai ill I'ic\\, I'If Ihe great importance Ilf 
the principle of equal trearm('nl (~r aI/ His Maje.I'ty's suf,jcC/s 
[our italicsl. H.M. Government SllOUld devise adequate 
measures to ('nSltre that position to [ndlan emigrants 
in all the BritiSh Colonies. 

Thus, aftcr liy..: ycars. of beating about the bush. the Congru-ss 
had at last got (HI to the heart of the matter which Gandhi had 
recognised and stressed as early as 1897 in his remarkable inter
view given aboard the Courland to a reporter of The Nata! Ad
I'crtiser. The Courland. it may be recalled. had arrived at Durban 
on December 18, 1896. But neitlter she nor another ship, the 
Naderi. which had four lmndred [ndian passengers aboard, were 
alklwcd to unload their human cargo 011 the ostensible -and 
parlly just-·ground that Bombay from whence they had sailed 
was p!aguc"in.f1!stcd. WhiJe Ihcy were kept in tile outer harbour 
at Durban, the- Whites of Natal had begun to agitate vigorously 
aga,insl the India.ns being permitted to disembark ~lnd set up a 
"Demonstration Cl.nun.iliee" to prevent what they called an 
"A<;iatic Invasion". However, as after a month of whal was 
prolonged quarantine no incidence of plague had come to light. 
the yellow flag was lowered on .hnuary 13. 1897. and a reporter 
of The Natal AtiJwliser went on board the COlldandto in.terview 
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Gandhi who was returning to Durban from India having 
been recalled by the Indian community by cable. 

It was a long interview and was published by the paper the 
next day. Many of the qlLCstions were loaded as, fOT example, 
whether he had gone to India "to blacken the chamcter of the 
Natal Colonists". He answered them all. as was rus wont, fmnk
ly, patiently and courteously. In the course of the interview he 
also referred to Queen Victoriu"s Proclamation of' 1858 which 
many a British administrator latcr devoutly wished she had not 
been f00lish enough to make. For it pledged that all subjects of 
Her Majesty would be treated on ;l [(loting of equali1y without 
distinction of race, colour or creed. The Proc!atTL.'ltion, of course, 
only applied to India-and evcn in India it was being more often 
ignored tban honQured. BUI Gandhi argued .that the policy it' 
enunciated should be followed throughout the Colonies "if all 
the paris of the British Empire arc to remain in harmony." 

It was a view shared by the Congress though it was not unlil 
Gundhi had begun to agitate against the racist laws in South 
Africa that were directed against the Indians there that it hitched 
on to one of the great themes of the liberation movements in 
the modem world which WlS to become an integral part of its 
policy not only during the period of the struggle for freedom, 
but even after when it became the ruling party and fQnned a 
government in post~independence India. And so it remains 10 

this day. Incidentally, moreover, in concerning itself with the 
problem of Indians in South Africa it established its injtial linc 
of communication with Gandhi, the great political alchemist 
of our age though still only in the making:, who within two 
dec'd.des was to become its supreme guide and leader and set 
about, not always s.llcce::;::;fully, transmuting by his magic touch 
the common and ta\vdry stuff of Illdian politics, ir not into 14-
caml gold, at leas.t a worthwhile quarry from which high grade 
ore could be extracted. 

By taking up the issue of discriminatory laws against Indians 
in South Africa, the Congress had enlarged the scope of its 
concem beyond the shores of Indin proper at a time when it 
already had plenty on its plate. With each passing year and 
gradually its commitments were mUltiplying. Any and every 
public cause or grievance, whether it rela.ted to civil liberties or 
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economic and social inequity, seemed eventually to beoome grist 
to its mill which turned out more and more resolutions every 
year. No doubt there were other organisations in the field. But 
for the most part they took up settional, sectarian or provin
cial maHers. And because they were seen by the ruling power 
as potential counterweights 10 and vehicles of containment of 
the Congress, they received otlicial encouragement and patronage. 
But the Congress alone concerned itself with thing~ that touched 
Indian humanity as a. whole and as such hud by the tum of the 
century grown into a kind of national ombudsman"s office long 
before [he idea had been thought of and the tcnn coined. It 
enjoyed no official recognition: indeed. after a brief initial period 
of complaisance. the Government looked upon it with 
increasing mil'trUsl and suspicion, to the point where even some 
of its most respectable leaders, like Goral Krishna Gokhale, as 
Annie Bcsant recorded, were kept under police surveillance. 
But it hud acquired a degree of influence '\TId moral authority 
in the country at large which the Government could not wholly 
ignore however hard it might try to oppose or neutralize it. 

This was no mean achievement, especially "in a land where 
enthusiasm is gcnerally short~lived and every page of contempo
rary hi~tory records largc ffil)Vemenls supporled by small efforts", 
as V.S. Srinivasa Sastri remarked in hi:; introduction to a collec
tion of Congress Presidential Addresses delivered and resolu· 
lions passed during its first twenty-four years and published by 
G.A. Natesan, one of the pioneers of national publishing. How· 
ever, il$ founding fathers bad conceived of it as forming "the 
germ of a Native Parliament:' How was it measuring up to 
this high responsibility'! The answer, even of friendly and chari~ 
table observers, could only be--n~lt too well. 

True, each year the Congress met---usually on the Boxing 
I>.lY which had led a newspaper wit in England to call it "the 
Gnmt Indian Pantomime"~to proclaim k)udly that its eyes 
were set firmly on the distant goal of representative institutions 
for Inuiu based on the "elective principle". The resolutions it 
passed, as individual items or under an omnibus title, might have 
changed in phraseology. but their overt and covert thrust was 
the same. Whether it asked for the abolition of the fndia Council 
in London which it rightly saw as one of the principal pillars of 
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the structure of bureaucratic despotism, or demanded refonn 
of the GoYemor~General's Council and Provincial Legislati\'c 
Councils which Pandit Ajudllianath had described as "a melan
choly farce" in Bradlaugh's hearing al Bombay bccau:;e they 
functioned largely as official rubbeNtamping machines. or want· 
ed Legislative Councils to be set up in emergent provinces like 
the Punjab and the CenIml Provinces-their purpose was always 
crystal clear, namely, to get the democratic process going 
throughout British India on a uniform basis. 

Indeed, even its other major demallds-administrative re
forms, the I'eparatjon of jUdiciary from the execlltive, the Indian
ization of the services at a quicker pace, the expansion of higher 
education and setting up of facilities for technical training. and 
the re~t- were part of Fabian taclics of securing fOf Indians 
access not yet 10 the conummding heights of power but at least 
intermediate levers of decision which would make further ad~ 
vanccs a little easier. It was, as it wore, a plan for "the long march 
through the institutions", historically conditioned by the fact 
that the Congress as then constituted wa.~ not equipped fpr any 
other kind of long march, either through the mountains or to thc 
salt sea beaches. 

Fabian tactles, however. were making Iiule or no impact on 
the citadel of power and authority. Nothing can be had just 
for the asking and ccrtainly not freedom and democratic institu
tions. BUrcalLcmtic lerichos were not going to crumble at the 
blasts from even the best of oratorical trumpets of which the 
Congress had no dearth. [ts reasoned arguments were ridiculed 
as the "flatulent verbiage" of the "Bahoo" who, said the Globe. 
"is afflicted with a falal desire to 'shout'; not even Mr. Glad
stone himself more dearly loves to hear the sound of his O\VIl 

voice." The "Baboo", the mythical hate-object who figured 
s(} large in the popular "Anglo-fndian" bes.liary, at least c0uld 
console himself with the thought that he WJ:lS in good company 
in his Jove-affair with his own voice. But the Congress as the 
tribune of the Indian people had no such consolation available to 
it. Rather, it had lhe mortifying knowledge that its voice was 
not being heard at all. It could pass a1l1he resolutions it wanted. 
But the GOVernment had no intention of heeding them, Thus, 
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instead of fonning "the germ of a Native Parliamcnt", it wa~ 
in grave danger of becoming a mock parliament. 

Jt could~·and did·-~brillg its catalogue of demands to the 
notice of the Viceroy a!ld the Secretary of State for India in 
London. On special occasions, it appointed high-level deputa
tions to call on the Viceroy and Governor-General to convey to 
him in person what the- Congress wanted by way of reforms in 
the system. These deputations were received courteously 
enough. But they might as welt have explained their wishes to a 
stone wall for all the response they evoked. Nor wert:> their re
presentations in the various council chambers to which a few 
of them had access any more effective. It was a classical example 
of a dialogue of the d.eaf. One thing might conceivably have 
persuaded the British authMilie~ to pay some heed to them· ·if 
the Congress could have invoked the sanction of a masS move
ment as a means of pressure. 

Unfortunately, however, the Congress during these early de
cades was not ill a position ·and did not even seenl willing--to 
do so. It was not an altogether '·cliti!->t" org:<!nis:llion. Had it 
been so, it would. ha\'c been better organised. It is a curiou~ fact 
worth noting that for the nrjt foUl teen years or its life it had no 
constitulion worth the name and functioned on more or less ad 
hoc basis which might not have been altogethcr a disadvantage 
since there is no evidence that parties or movements whkh 
start with a fixed comtitution prosper any better than those which 
work without a rigid conslitutional framework. At all events, it 
was not until 1899 that the Indian Natiofl<ll Congress at its 
session in Ltlcknow adopted a sort of eom.liltltion. 

What is even morc pertinent to note is that there is no TCSQ!U

tioll during this early phase which lays down any programme or 
work at the grassroots to mobilize popular support for the Con
gress demands nn the Government for democratic reforms. Dr. 
Pattahhi Silaramayya in his Tlte HiSTOry of the Illditm National 
Congress has divided the period between 1885-1916 into two 
unequal parts. The first-,betwccn 1885-1905~he charac
terises as the ·'Era of Reforms", meaning, presumably, that the 
Congress asked ror Ill} more than reforms in the existing struc
tures. The second~between 1906-1916---he describes as the "Era 
of Self-Government" because by now the Congress had plucked 
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up the self+coniidence and courage to ask for fully respon
sible system of government on the lines of other self-governing 
parts of the British Empire, like Canada, Australia and South 
Africa. In dealing with this period of three decades or more 
he p,lsses in "rapid review" alt the resolutions Congress adop
ted and then goes on to offer brief bio-data of British friends of 
the Congress and those whom he calls "our Indian Patriarchs," 
But onc looks in vain in his account for any mention of tbe poli
tical activities undertaken by the organisation beyond holding 
its annual sessions. Nor does he refer to its setting about creat
ing any effective machinery or trained cadres for such work. 

The assumption, therefore, must be that there were nonc. 
This assumption also finds confirmation in Annie Besanfs How 
India WrO/lghr for Freedom. In many ways it is a most useful 
work thou'gh it only cnvers the first twenty-nine yeats of the 
Congress. Basing herself on records of the Congress, she provides 
summaries of what was said and done at each Congres.s session, 
followed by complete texts of the resolutions passed at' every ses
sion. But what is surprising is that there is a complete blank in 
between the session.;; as thQugh the C(lOgress. having: met for 
three or Four day'i, went into a period of suspended animation 
whiCh, of course, is a misleading impression. Some routine work 
must have been done; the Congress leaders made speeches and 
held meetings. Some of them actually found themselves on the 
wrong side of the law and went ,,0 jail. But it wao; for the most 
part because of their participation in agitations which were not 
directly spom;ored by the Congress a.nd or which the Congress 
often did not approve .md to which it wa$ lather slow and Iclue-
tant to give .::vcn its mora.l support. 

However. the paradox is that if the Congress undertook 
hardly any systematic political follow~up work in between the 
sessions dUling these early decades in lndia proper. it did take 
considerable pains to organise fairly cOCL'iistent and sustained 
publicity and propaganda for the Indian cause tive thousand 
miles .. way-in Britain. At the root of this paradox was the 
belief, very widely shared among the [ndian liberal and even not
so-liberal intelligentsia, that the key to the Kingdom-and poli
tical progress in India-lay in the Palace of Westminster. Ram
mohun Roy himself had been the first to entertain this strange 
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notkm and to act upon it during his stay in England when Lhe 
r~ncwal of the East India Company's Charter was under d¢batc 
in Parliall'l_eut. It informed many of the efforts made Juring the 
secl)11d half of th'~ J9th cClltury to Oiet up Indo-British societies 
and associations. in Londoll to publicize the case for Indian 
reforms and the implementation of the pledges conf'uiocdill the 
Royal Proclamation of 1858. Especially, dutfng its closing 
two d.:cades the belief seemed to harden into a conviction that if 
~)nly somehow S{lmc Indians and British friends of fndia c,)uIJ 
g.:t them.':iclves electct.l t,) the House of CommoIl-'i. the pace- or 
dem,leratic reforms in India could be cunsiderably accelerated 
through efrective reprCflentation of fndian grievanclCs in the 
Mother of Parliaments. 

Thr;: parallel of the Irish Party in the Comnwns undoubtedly 
had s.)l1le influence on Indian thinking on this matter. Sl), curiou
sly, t.)(), had tile example of Pondichcrry. A" early as 1888 at 
the Alkthabad session of the Congress a delegate from Madras, 
S. Ramaswamy Mudatiar, had invoked the Pondicherry parallel 
to reinforce his argument in support of truly rcpresl:ntntive in
~titutj{lns in India. He pointed. out that such institLitions were 
l1\lurishing in the French enclave not far from Madra,>. <II do not 
know," he said, "whether you are awarc J1(}W they are nourish
ing in Pnndicherry and other places which are subject to the rreneh 
Govc:rnment. Engl:md will not yet allow us the smallest modi
cum of representative institutions, but in POl1dicherry every 
man has a right to elect his representative. He enjoys ma.nlhlod 
suffmge! Not only that, but the people of Pomlkherry have- got 
a member of their own in. the Chamb.:=r of Dcputicsandano-ther 
in the Senate:' 

It was not until sixteen years later t:lat the Congress at its 
Twentieth annual session held for the third time in Bl)mbay 
under the presidency l~f Sir Henry CoHon. a. former Chief Sec
retury or the Government of Bengal who had blotted his copy~ 
book with Curllm by taking sides with the plantation worker>~ 
against the phnters in Assam and other acts of independence of 
judg.:ment, that it passed a resolLltion~number nine on the 
order paper~asking, among other things, for "the bestowal Qn 
each Province or Presidency of Indill of the franchise to return 
at lea.st two members to the English [sic] House of Commons." 
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This demand was to be repealed at the next Congress ~css;()n 

held under Gokha[c's presidency. And then it was dropped, 
partly because of \~ther developments. but more because it wa5 
realised that it was a non~startcr. 

Hm"cvcr, even bef,ITe the Congress was born attempt::. were 
made to get Indians into the British Parliament. In the general 
eJection of 1885, for instance, an effort wus m:ldc to make India 
an issue and a leaflet anu poster campaign on a suhstantial ~cllic 
was organised in Britain to project "Indian view of Jndinn ques
tions", as an ano-nymQus "English Elector" had suggested 111 a 
letler to the Bombay (/a::effl! in August of that year. M,'fe: a 
number (If meeting.:> were held where "delegates" from India 
addrc~scd British audience~, not apparenlly to the liking of Bli
tish Tories whQ resenied Indian intervention "a fa Irish, in a Bri
tish general election" as Dr. Mehrotra observes in his book. 
The Emergence of rfle Indiall Naliollal Congress. The central 
figure behind this campaign was William Digby, at one time 
editor of the Madras 7imes and later secretary of the National 
Liberal Club in London, who had offered to sland as a "Member 
for India" on condition that his expenses and maintenance were 
met as lhey were, in fact, by lhe Bombay Presidency Assllciation 
and the Poona Sarvajanik Sabba. Nor was he the only candi
date 011 behalf of India. Lalmohan Ghose, later to be a Presi
dent of the Congress, wa.<; also a candidate, But the experiment 
was something of a fiasco. "Lalmohan Ghose and all their 
'friends.'" Dr. Mehrotra remarks, '''without one single exception, 
were defeated; all their 'enemies" also without one single exccp· 
tion, were elected to Parliament." 

Despite tms. however, the campaign for building up a favour
able public opinion in Britain behind the Indian demands was 
not abandoned, Digby had the support, among olhers, of Ripon 
and Dadabhai Naoroji. The latter. according to R.P. Masani, 
his biographer, "ever since the inauguration of the Congress .. , 
had been pressing on his colleagues in India the need for estab
lishing a political agency to represent officially the Congress in 
England and to awaken the British public to a sense or the wrongs 
of India," As always, the difficulty of raising finances for the 
venture "was a deterrent factor." Darlabhai was willing to act 
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as Agent to the Congress tm a voluntary basis, "but even the 
funds for other expenses for propaganda CQuid not b~ founil." 

Eventually, Digby, with Dadabhai Naoroji's encI)urag<!mcftt, 
worked out a. detailed s.cheme for setting up the Agency and the 
plunge was t.1.ken. An office was opened at 25 Craven Strect
next door to Charing Cross Station-a ~trect where, by a strange 
coincidence, V.K. Krishna Menon's India League acquired 
premises for its India Club for some years after the Second 
World War. Smm after the Britj~h Committee of the Indian 
National Congress was formed with Sir William Wedderburn 
as its Chairman and the Agency merged with it in the late summer 
of 1889. The same year at its session in Bombay which Brad
laugh attended as an honoured guest the Congress formally 
pronounced its benediction on the British Committee and accep
ted in principle the resp()nsibility fot' rai~ing funds for the Con
gress work not only in India, but also in England. Next year it 
went further and assigned Rs. 4O,000--not a small sum in those 
days-"exclusive of individual donations ... for the expenses of 
the British Committee of the Congress." Four years later the 
allocation for the British Committee was raised to Rs. 6O,000-a 
figure at' which it was stabilized in (S98. After that funds assig
ned for the British Committee became rather erratic till they 
tmiled off into vagu;: and pil)US appeals for raising funds to meet 
its needs. 

There is no question that the Committee did pioneer work 
both in Parliament and outside to present the care for demo~ 
cratic reforms in India. III Parliamellt at (me time- it had more 
than sixty members on its roll~call who could be relied. upon to 
go into the vl}ting lobby in support of any motion favouring 
political adVatlCe in India. Although the memb"rship of this 
'''Parliamentary Committee" ,vas open to both parties, the Tnries 
ga\lc il a wide b~rth and hearlily disapproved of it. Lepel Grif~ 
fin obviously had them in mind when in his ill·tempered article in 
FOr/nigh")' Re ich' he wwte: "While the number of members 
who posse% a practical knowledg.e of India ha~ been latdy much 
dim.inished by death and retirement, lhe numbet is ever illcreas~ 
ing of those who find India during the cold weather months all 
agreeable change frl)ll1 Egypt and the Riviera, and who are able 
to pick up, dming their tour, enough information to mislead 
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them on the complicated problems of Eastern adminis.tration. 
Many of these gentlemen start on their travels with a mind 
blank and unprejudiced, prepared to adopt the opinions of those 
who are most anxious. to misinform them and win them ovcr as 
advocates in Parliament of crude and impracticable measures.. 
Others start with a carefully selected budget of prejudices on 
the opium question, the liquor traffic, the salt tax, the politico-d.l 
reprelientation of the natives .... " 

Warming up to his theme, he lumped the whole pro-Indian 
lobby in Parliament as "the bores, the faddists, the fanatics and 
the most unscrupulous. opponents of the Government of the 
Uay., .... And coming I.k~wn from the genera! to [he concrete 
particular, he picked 011 an honourable member, whose name, 
he remarked with an undertone of racist sarcasm, "by a cruel 
irony suggests the swan" and whO'. he bemoaned, "devoted a 
large portion of his speech to a panegyric of the National Con
gress, in which he said: 'India has a na.lional voice, and that 
voice to a large extent is the Indian National Congtess'." 

This was probably a reference to E.C. Schwann <\ Liberal 
MP who was friendly to [udiu and who the previous summer 
had given un "At Home" in honour of the Indian ddegatil)ll 
which tbe Congress had sent to Britain to win support for the 
political reforms which it was advocating. Lepel Griffin was 
particularly incensed because leading Liberals had attcnded that 
function, among them Asquith (already n QC and MP) and 
Gladstone rumself had promised to come~be bad already re
ceived the delegation in his rooms in the Commons----but at the 
last minute could nnt beca.use of an unforeseen complication, 

Nor was the work of the British Congress Committee con~ 
fined to lobbying Members of Parliament. ft was an important 
part of the work, but equaUy important was its campaign of 
meetings in all parts of Britain to prescnt the Inwan point of 
view to the British people. These meetings were addressed nO't 
only by members of the British Committee. but also very dis
tinguished visiting Congressmen, among them Surendranath 
Banerjea, Blpin Chandra Pal, Pherozesbah Mehta, A.O. Hume. 
Eardley Norton. Shun-ud-Din and W. C. Bonnerjee. What is 
more, the Comm.ittee was not only able to enlist the services of 
the old Congress stalwarts. whether resident in England or visiting 
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in it!l well-pla.nned campaign for the dis~minalion of what 
it considered as accurate information about the state of India to 
counter the official propaganda put out by much of the British 
Press and lapped up by the public. It also gave an opportunity 
to young, up-and-coming Indians who happened to be in England 
for studies or other reasons and who were later to make their 
mark in Indian politics, to serve their apprenticeship in public 
speaking. 

One such young man was C.R. Das who, addressing a Liberal 
meeting in Oldham in November 1890, alkl\ved his feelings to 
run aW'ay with his longue and lashed out at a diehard Tory MP, 
Maclean. Not content with saying that Maclean had earned for 
hittL~eJf the ';notoriety of lasting infamy", he went on to urge 
that "when Mr. Mac!c • .'ll ventured to speak again" he shOUld 
receive "SUch a welcome as would make him flyaway from the 
country whose air he had polluted with his pestilential bre'dtb." 
This was rather strong stufl' for a Britislt audience and embarras
sed Herbert Gladstone, the fourth son of the Grand Old Man. 
who was presiding. Young c.R. Das was thought to have 
"gone a little further than was customary on an English plat
form." 

Besides lobbying Parliament on India's political claims and 
organizillg and addressing public mecting~ to the sante elld, the 
British o.,mmittec of the Congress ventured into publishing, 
bringing out pamphlets and leaflets, and, most important of 
ali, ajoumal"for the Discussion of Indian Affairs." It was called 
India and began as a monthly publication but was turned into a 
weekly from September 1893. Priced at first at two pence (annual 
subscription lWO shillings Md six pence, post free, and Rs, 3 
for India), it began publi("'ation in February 1890. Its first editor 
was a Balliol man, H. Morse-Stephens. Lecturer in Ind.ian His~ 
tory at Cambridge. Later. when it became a weekly, the editor
ship passed to Gordon Hcwart But both as a monthly and a 
weekly it set a very high standard in journalism and was one of 
the most serious efforts of its kind devoted wholly to the cause 
of India outside the country. Its circulation was never very large, 
Indeed, it was able to keep afloat largely because the Congress in 
India had guaranteed a sale of 4,000 copies and fixed a quota 
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for ""hieh each Province and Presidency had to take responsi~ 
bility for effective ~ales and distribution. 

The quotas which the Congress set throw an interesting side~ 
light 011 the re;'lder~hip potential of each Congress "Circle" and, 
therefore. fumish a rough political litCfll.CY rating in each case 
as the Congress leadership assessed it. Thus Beng'dl, rightly, 
was allotted the highest qllota- 1,500 copies. It was followed 
by Bombay with 1,000 copies. Next came Madras and, rather 
surprisingly, Berar and the Central Pflwinccs, with 700 and 450 
copies respectively. Tbe benighted North West wns assigned 350 
copies in all of which 250 were supposed to be taken by the North 
West Province and Oudh and 100 went tathe Punjab. Not that the 
allotted quotas were always taken in full. For there were fre
quent complaints at the Congress sessions of serious shortfalls in 
their fulfilment of responsibility to Illdia. Evidently. Congress
men even in those days when thcy had not yet developed a re-
flexive allergy to serious reading, were rather remiss in doing 
their duty towards what was for all practiC'.iI purposes a party 
journal. 

Nevertheless, and although often short of funds, India con
tinued for three deC'J.des~a record of longevity for any Inman 
journal published ill Britain to date--valiantly to provide a varied, 
wholesome and well-balanced menu of infomlath'e and interpre
tative articles on many aspects of Indian life and polity. It also 
gave news of events in India and reports on Congress sessions. 
From time to time it published light verse and even well-mean
iug and sentimental fiction. not to mention interviews with visit
ing personalities from India. like Vivekananda and Annie Besant, 
and authoritative reviews of books on Indian themes. Ils criti
que of the lnman policy of the British Government. although 
conceived within the parameters or constitutional liberalism to 
which the Congress was committed at the time, was often deva
staling and much bolder than what the Congress spokesmen at 
home and the Indian Press ventured to offer, partly no doubt 
becau..<;e it did not constantly have to thumb through the Indian 
Penal Code and all the sedition Jaws and repressive regulations 
operative in India. Not the least important service t(} its readers 
was its parliamentary reporting of debates and inlerpellalions 
on Indian affairs at H time when the Indian Budget still had to be 
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pres.ented and passed at Westminster, not in India, All through 
its life-span it maintained a high quality and presented the 
lndian case persuasively and to advantage. It was able to do 
that because it could dnlw on a large reserve of distinguished 
talents-and even mature wisdom-among its contributors,' 
regular or occasional, who included Sir William Wedderburn, 
Dadabhai Naomji, Romesh Chunder Dult, Allan Oclavian Hunte. 
Surendranath Banerjca and Florem'c Nightingale. In any serious 
history of tbe Congress, il would always merit more than just 
a footnote in snulll print. 

So. too, would the British Committee of the Congress. It 
really was a body of "the most earnest labourers in the cause of 
national [that is, Indian] progress." Jt wOlkcd steadily and 
systematically to create public opinion in Britain favourable to 
demccratic rerofllUi in India, The only parallel to the labour it 
put in is perhaps the work 01 the India League in Britnin during 
the 1930s llnd till the "transfer of power" came about, though 
the constituency which the League worked to win over was the 
Labour Party and Transport House, not the Liberal Party and 
the National Liberal Club. It can even be argued that the British 
Congress Committee was much morc of a spokesman for the 
Indian National Congress than the India League which had close 
links with the Congress but was not wholly identified with it 

However, it is not easy 10 say whether or not the British 
Congress Comnuttce and its journal India were able to make 
any effective dent in the viscous amalgam of vested British eco
nomic, military and bureaucratic interests, on the one hand, and 
the thick layers of ignorance of and prejudices about India, on 
the other. Per]laps there was something on the credit side in the 
initial period, parlly because the British political establishment 
had amongst its members some survivors of the mid-Victorian 
Liberals Who, as Dr. Ani} Seal remarks in his The Emergence 
of Indioll Nationalism, subscribed to "the logic of Cobdenism" 
and "reJied on influence and looked askance on rule." But they 
were fast disappearing and, paradoxically, towaras the turn of 
the century and the first deca.de of the 201It century imperialist 
attitudes and ideas, in the proper sense of the teml. were actually 
hardening and gaining ascendancy, partly because, again 
to quote Dr. Seal, "the patterns of Indian trade were fitting 
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conveniently into the international needs of the British 
economy" and "India took its place beside the United Kingdom 
as a second nucleus of British expansion." 

This ought to have been obvious to the Congresll leadership 
at home as well as men like Dadabhai Naoroji who were work
ing overtime ill Britain "to inform the British public of the evils 
of the present system of government and get it reformed on 
righteous lines", as he wrote to Malilal Ghose in July 1897. 
The former's own experience verging on humiliation might have 
been expected to brillg. home 10 him that whut had been a reac
tionary undertow in British politics in the early 1890s had by 
the middle of the last decade ufthe 19th century become a gather
ing tide. It had led to his own unseating at Central Firu.bury in 
the general election of 1895 which his biographer, R,P, Masani, 
attributes to the powerful alliance against himof"the Church and 
the JJquor interest". Undoubtedly, that alliance did work against 
him since he did not belong to the Kingdom and was also a 
strong supporter of the Temperance movement which was an 
essential item of the Congress programme from the start. But 
his defeat was symptomatic of the general recession in Liberal 
forlUlles which put the Liberal Party on the defensive for a long 
lime to conte and, in a sense, on the road to its ultimate decline 
as a major political force in Britain. It also made it impossible 
for him ever again to be adopted as a Liberal candidate and led 
{o the humiliating fiasco of his rejection by NQrth Lambeth 
which he contested as an independent ten years later. 

These disappointments at the personal level were paralleled 
by fru:.tration, or at least stagllation, or the cause which 
Naoroji and (be British Congress Committee were trying assi· 
duously to advance. The tcusoned argument to convince tbe 
ruling establishment in Britain~its agents in India, in any case, 
were not open fo any conviction on this count-that it had mO're 
to g'din fr(Jm going along with India's claim for the dem(lcrat~ 
isation of the system of governance of the country than by resist
ing it obdurately, was making little or no headway. Outsiders. 
at any rate. saw this clearly. Hyndman, a friend or Dadabhai 
and a. leading S()ciali~t. was to write to him rather irritably early 
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in 1898: 

Whal do you judicious people gain by your moderation? 
What does your journal India gain by its dullness that 
can be felt? To the naked eye, and even to the microscope, 
nothing! They just kick yOll and pass sedition acts over 
yOll, and lie about you, even more than they do with 
us. We, at least, have the satisfaction of chasing them, 
deriding them, making them look ridiculous, and driving 
them into furious anger. Moreover, we are getting ready 
for the inevitable crash which is coming-not in India 
alone. Suave, moderate genl1emen don't get much atten
tion when 'the band begins to play', so they might at 
least be heard now-but they aren't. 

This was not the first time~nor the last-when Hyndman 
had criticised Dadabhai Naoroji and his friends fot b~ing too 
meek and mild in presenting their case and warned them that 
the British ruling class was not going to do anything "unless 
some serious agitation is set on foot:' Like many a Socialist of 
his day. he was an impatient man and believed in the imminence 
of a Socialist apocalypse. But there was, all thc same, a valid 
point in his critique of the moderation to which the Congress 
seeJ41cd addicted. Dadabhai, onc of the most intellectually honest 
Congress leaders of his time and since, acknowledged as much 
in his reply to Hyndman three days later: 

All that you say is true, but Indians cannot do yet what you 
say. You should realize their position in every respect .... 
India [meaning the journalJ represents Indians, not Eng~ 
Hshmen. and India can only speak aslndiansshould .... The 
Government are now openly taking up a Russian attitude, 
and we are helpless. The mass of the people yet do not 
understand the position. John Bull does not understand 
the bark. He only understands the bite, and we cannot 
do this. 

That was the heart (~r the trouble and neither the British 
Congress Committee, nor its journal illdia. c(mjd do anything to 
rectify this deficit. h was the Congres.s in India which seemed to 
be toothless and unwilling or unable to grow any political teeth 
or evcn equip itself with dentures .... 



CHAPTER IV 

CRISIS OF CONSTITUTIONALISM 

"The salvation of Tndi .. l. in spite of the justice of England," 
R.D. Rusden, a Manchester businessman of radical views who 
was an occasional contributor to Mailrauo, advised the Indian 
delegation which had hopefully traveHed to Britain to canvass 
support for the redress of Indian grievances during the British 
general election of 1885 when the beguiling notion of building 
up an "Indian Party" in the House of Commons was very much 
in the alr. "must come from India itself:- Dr. S.R. Mehrotra 
in his book. already mentioned. quotes a report published by 
Malabarj's II/dian Spectator on December 6, J885, according to 
which Rusden urged his Tndian interlocutors to "start in India 
a great Indian Reform League ... having a big branch in every big 
city. and a small branch in every small town. so that when they 
make a demand. the English Government may know that it is 
made, not only by a few clever men, or a few journalists, or a 
small minOlity of the people of India. but by the people of India 
itself." 

Rusden's view of the inefficacy of bringing about any major 
reform of the Indian system by a small elite trying to work on 
another small elite at Westminster was shared by other British 
friends of India, including Hume and R,D, Osborne, b(lth of 
whom were sceptical about the value of an "fndian Party" in 
the House of u)mmons. "So far as my experience goes," Osborne 
wrote in a despatch to the Statesman in August 1885. "I have 
found thal this organjzing an fndian party in Parliament, is like 
trying to' make rope out of sand. There is no difficulty in induc~ 
ing a goodly roll of members to subscribe their names as belO'ng
ing to an 'Indian Party', but that having been done, It() method 
has yet been discovered of holding the party together. There is. 
nothing for it to do, except from time to time to ask questions of 
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the SIXretary 11'1' Slatl! for India, and a party camlOt liv<:: upnn 
questions alone, more especially v.'hen nothing is elicited by these 
questions. cxc<!pt the lies and prevarications elaborated for that 
special purpose, ill that great manufactory 1)1' falsehood-the 
London India Ollicc .... An lrldian Parliamentary party C<Ln only 
then become an efficient agency for the refMlU nf Indian abu~cs, 
when it speaks and :lels as the accredited rcprcs.:ntative or a 
National pany in India itself ... :' 

Osborne was, of course, right about the fl)lIy of the notion 
that if (}Illy a sufficient number nl' Members of Pa.rliament could 
be persuaded tD enroll in support of the caus~ of dl!mocmtic 
refMms of British rule in India which Dr. Seal nicdy describes 
as "all ufUlbashed autocracy. tempered by the rule of law" 
(though he might have .tdded that the tempering Jaw wa" al.;o 

devised by the same ·'unabas.hed autocracy"l. then such r1!t'Qrm~ 
would have rollowcd automatically as day the night. He was 
right. too, in suggesting that only if there wete a strong "National 
Party" in India c()mmanding mass support would the British 
Government have b.!cn i[lelined to pay heed tl,."l its demands, 
The Indian National CO'ngrt!ss may not have IY;!en a National 
party of the kind that Osborne had in mind, but it was already 
the vehiele of a growing national political consensus and it could 
hu.ve built up a power/"ul head of steam behind its programme of 
reforms if it had really set about it. 

But thelc came the rub. Its leadership W:!.S neither tempera
mentally nor intellectually equipped fnnhe kind of cffnrt needed 
to stir up things at the grassroots; elIort which required go-iog 
down to the du!>t where the Indian humanity lived and moved 
and had its being and upturning virgin soil. It would Ix unfair 
to say that when tit:: Cnngress leaders sp\lke t~arl'ully of the con~ 
ditiHJ1 o/"Ihe Indian people, it was merely as it pnJitical pll\Y. But 
despite the selling up of Congress "Circles" in many regi()n~ of 
India they seem to have given little thought to building effective 
and two-way channels of communication with their popular 
base. 

They were, moreover, prisoners of the constitutional concepts 
that had Nllditioned thdr ways of thoughl ll.lld rcsp,ms...: M.d nf 
the m~thod~ which th;;)~ dictated.. The Briti~h ru!ing esLablishw 
ment was n\tt so absent-minded as not to have b.!cn aware of 



104 INDIAN NATIONAL CO:-lGRESS 

this.. Indeed. it had a good measure of them and was determined 
that they should not break out of this prison-house oftheir own 
creation much more effective than any of the magnificent jails 
which. the British had generously built al1 over India and which 
were til house Congressmen and Congresswomen of a later 
generation. Through il1timidatory techniques ofpscyhological war
fare. both subtle and unsublle, the GoVernment kept the Congress 
leaders on the defensive. And every time it accus.zd the Congress 
of being a potential nucleus of sedition and even reb~lIion, the 
Congress hands went up in loud and almost abject protestations 
of unswerving loyalty to the British Crown and repudiation orany 
tbought of sedition or rebellion. The great Surenrlranath Banerjea 
himself in his presidential address to th~ Eighteenth session of the 
Congress at Ahmedabad in 1902 waS so carried away by the irre~ 
sistible momentum of his own eloquence as to forget that all is 
evanescent in this universe of scns,: and succession and dec1aim~ 
cd: "We plead for the permanence of British rule in Tndia." 
And he probably meant it. For ",hat may well have been at the 
start for some a tactic.al p0sture had through constant repetition 
become for quite a few of the Congress leaders an automatism ('Ir 
reflexive humility verging \)11 servility. Little wonder that it jar~ 
red 011 relatively independent spirits like Hyndman who wrote to 
admonish Dadabhai Naoroji at the end of March 19(1) : 

Yes, 1 S<1.W your memorial in India. 1 consider it much 
to(} humble in tone. After all, though politeness is well, 
arter compliments. and S(l forth.. you arc a repres.entative 
of 250.000,000 of people-·a great pOl,ition and one which 
in my judgment calls for even haughty language on your 
behalf. One of the commonest charges brought against 
India is thilt its natives an: "servile". You are VCIY fal rlom 
that. But the tone of your memorial jars on me. I must 
say. I remember being with myoid friend-Giuseppe 
Matzini. the great flalian-onc day in his pt~\)r rooms in 
the Fulham Ro;-td. We were talking in the easiest and 
pleasantest way. To us was shown in an emissary from 
King Victor Emmanuel. Yim should have seen the old 
man straighten up and have heard him talk. It was one 
power talking to. and almost down to, another ... 
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And what jarred on Hyndman must have jarred on many 
of the younger generation in India, too. But the difficulty was 
that having been once persuaded that they were entering into 
par1eys of a kind with the British power from a position of weak~ 
ness, the dominant Congress leadership found it hard to see the 
enormous reserves of strength upon which they could draw if 
they could overcome their own inner hesitations and inhibitions. 
Yet the cruel irony was that their pleas and supplications were 
getting them nowhere and proving to be counter-productive. 
Tbe more they bowed and scraped before the symbols of British 
authority the less inclined the British proconsuls and even their 
underlings were to take any notice of, much less listen to, 
them, The crowning humiliation came wben Sir Henry Cotton, 
who presided OVer the Twentieth session of the Congress 
held at Bombay in 1904, had the temerity to seek a meeting with 
CUfzon during what turned out to be the last year of his procon
sular glory in India. Sir Henry had requested a meeting, it seems, 
because he l1ad been asked to lead a deputation "to present (0 

His Excellency personally a copy of the resolutions passed at the 
recent session of the Congress .... " CurIOn, of course. had old 
scores to settle with Sir Henry Cotton, bUI at all events he had 
no wish to be seen receiving a deputation headed by the Congress 
President which might give the Congress ideas of its own impor
tance. He refused the request. 

However. these petty and Philistine discourtesies apart, there 
was not much the Congress eQuid show for its patient and persisM 

tent pleadings and essays in persuasion during the first two de
caues. of its work. Any political c()ncessions which the British 
Government agreed to give were doled out with coffee spoons 
and served in leaking cups. Lord Cross' Indian Councils Act 
passed in 1892 which the Congress "accepted ill a loyal spirit," 
for instance, was something of a fraud. As the Congress lamen
ted in its resolution passed at its annual session at Allahabad 
in 1892, it "does not, in term~. concede to the people the right 
of electing their own representfltives to the Council", though it 
"hopes and expects that the rules. now being prepared under the 
A'Jt, will be framed on the lines of Gladstone's declaration in tbe 
Hou'~e of Commons, and wiJI do adequate justic.e to {he people 
of this country .. ,." Again, it was some hope. In fact, the Liberal 
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administration was by no means liberal in deating with fndia and 
the bipartisanism which was later to characterise Britain'spolicy 
on India-and not only India-was already an established fact. 

Other crumbs of comfort which were dropped were even more 
disappointing. The Public Service Commission appointed in 
1886 duly reported in 1888 and took away more by one hand 
than what it ga.ve with the other. "The whole report is a mon
strous, one-sided pleading", Dadabhai wrote to Wacha and 
wanted the Indian Press and Associations to attack it. He thought 
the Secretary of State's despatch to the Commission to be even 
worse, "legally wrong and morally worse." As for the resolu~ 
tion passed by the House of Commons in 1893 supporting 
the simultaneous holding of examinations in England and India 
for the Indian Civil Servicc--on which the Congress had been 
very peniistent and even passionate-it was to remain pigeon~ 
holed for twenty years and more. 

There was anotller issue on which the Congress felt very stron
gly-the way in which India had to carry the financial burden not 
only for the India Office establishment in Whitehall, but also for 
the upkeep of British military and naval bases in Eastern waters, 
like Aden, to say nothing of wars of aggression against India's 
neighbours. AI every Congress session the matter carne up and 
resolutions were passed asking for an end to this inequity. At 
last at the end of May 1895 a Royal Commission under the chair
manship of Lord Welby was appointed 10 go into "the adminis
tration and management of the Military and Civil Expenditure in
curred under the authority of the Secretary of State for India 
in Council. .. and the apportionment of charges bctw(,.'Cn the 
Governments of the United Kingdom and India for purposes in 
which both were interested." For the first time an Indian was 
asked La join the Commission. The choice could not have been 
better: for it was Dadabhai Naoroji MP for Central Finsbury. 
Moreover, two other members of the Commission, Sir William 
Wedderburn and W.S. Caine were, as RP. Masani rightly re
marks, "as good if not better than r ndians:' 

All the same, and inevitably, the majority were not only 
British but came to their task with anything but open minds. 
This is clC'J.r from the way they cross~exam.jned Dadabhai who 
decided to appear before the Coounission as a witness because he 
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relt that the Commi~sion would then be Ullder s.ome obligation 
to tuke note of and deal with the issues which he regarded as 
crucial. The following exchange which took place between the 
Chainnan, Lord Welby, for instance, and Dadabhai, illustrates. 
the point: 

Lord Welby: "But the history of India is that the people 
have been continually slaughtering each other'!" 
Dadabhai: "What have you done here'! What is the his~ 
tory of Europe'! We do not want to go back, because we 
have learnt as you have learnt." 
Lord Welby: "Is your recipe for reviving the prosperity of 
India to let loose the Pindaris'!" 
Dadabhai: "Not necessarily. Those days are gone .... " 

With the majority approaching the problem with such pri~ 
mitive prec011ceptions, and with the Commission',', terms of rc~ 
ference so circumscribed as to exclude any consideralion of the 
really basic issue whether the financial arrangements dictated by 
the Brilish Government in London 10 its managing agency in 
Calcutta were conceived and designed to serve the economic 
interests of the Indian people or the metropolitan power, the 
Commission's inquiry could hardly be of much use, and the Con~ 
gress had at its Eleventh session held at Poona expressed its doubts 
and said in its resolution on the subject that the inquiry "will not 
be satisfactory to the people of lhis country, nor be of any prac
tkal advantage to the Government. unless the lines of policy 
which regulate expenditure are enquired into .. ,," 

These doubts proved to be justified. The Commission took 
its time 011 the inquiry and laboured hard and long. But unlike 
the proverbial mountain, at the end of its labour it produced not 
one mouse but two mice-a minority and a majority report. 
The minority report, needless to say, was signed by Dadabhai 
Naoroji, Wedde·rburn and Caine. But even the majority report 
admitted that there was some injustice involved in Lndia carrying 
the Whole burden of the expenses of the otlkc of the Secretary 
of State. the fortress of Aden and the charges of the legation 
and consulates in Iran. It recommended some millor readjust. 
ments amounting to a quarter of a million pounds in favour of 
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India which brought forth from Hyndman the sarcastic comment 
in a letter to Dadabhai in July r900: 

You are, indeed, thankful for small mercies! As against 
the £250,000 the Government, instead of giving a grant-in
aid, are inflaming the drain by yet another loan. Even so 
they will draw £1 r,ooo,ooo this yea!. At this rate it will 
take another century or more to drive the thick end of the 
wedge, ... 

Hyndman had rightly anticipated that the mood in which the 
Congress was, it would be grateful for small mercies. At its 
Sixteenth session at Lahore under the presidency of N.G. 
Chandavarkar it passed a resolution "expressing its grateful 
acknowledgements for the annual contribution of £257,000 pro
mised to be made from the British to the Indian Exchequer. .. .'· 
But, as usual, it could not resist asking for a little more. [ndia, 
the resolution went on, "should be granted the arrears payable 
on this account for the past many years:' It prayed "thal the 
British Parliament will be pleased to make this grant." It 
prayed in vain. 

But if the Brithh policy in India during the period between 
1885-1905 was to dole out "reforms" with coH't.>e spoons, it dis
pJayed no such niggardliness when it came to dishing out re-. 
pressive and punitive laws and regulations. They were served 
by the ladlefuls. The sm.'l.1I stirring of the liberal impulse under 
Ripon was smothered almost at its birth though it was long to 
linger as a fond memory in grateful Congress minds. For what 
followed Were three Viceroys who were cast in a very different 
mould and worked to very different briefs. Dufferin was inclin
ed to talk big and act sl1lall unless the third Burmese War which 
he waged can be regarded as. acting big in a pervelsc sort uf way. 
As for Lord Lansdowne. he distinguished himself by his inler
yentionist policy on Tndhl's borders. both in the North West 
and North East. Lord Elgin, undaunted by the deficit that he 
inherited from his predecessor, seemed determined to keep him~ 
self busy "teaching les.sons", as they would say today, to Wazirs, 
Swatis and other tribes who resisted the extension of British autho
rity 'to Malakanc.l and the Afridis who had closed the Khyber 
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Pass. He had in the call of duly also to rescue the British Political 
Agent in Chitra.\. Altogether those educational and rescue opera* 
tions required the deployment of forty thousand troops over an 
extended period and they cost thousands of casualties not ttl 
mention treasure whieh had aU to come out orthc Indian revenue. 

This "forward policy" which was to reach its apotheosis under 
the next proconsul-was paralleled by systematic perfecting of 
the instruments of a police state within the frontiers of india. 
An appetizer was served with the Notification of June 1891 aim
ed at bringing the Press to heel in the British as well as British
protected territories. The story, whether apocryphal or other
wise is hard to say, goes that the Government was lJrovoked ill 
issue it because in the midst ot its little local dimculty with the 
then Maharaja of Kashmir whicllled to his deposition, lhe Amrila 
Bazar Pa(rifw managed to publish a complete draft of a despatch 
by Lord Lansdowne "pieced together, it is understood, from 
tom bits of paper from the Viceregal waste paper basket.'· 
Apparently nobody had yet thought of inventing a shredding 
machine. 

The next and a bigger course in discipline came a few years 
laler with profligate use of the multipurpose Regulations of l81!! 
and 1827 during the closing years or the century which were years 
of famine and pestilences:. But the best ---or worst-was yet to 
conill under Curzon. 

He is said to have loved India !U1d he probably did after his 
fashion -as an extemiion of his own inflated ego and the British 
tribal ego. He came in with amendments to the Indian Penal 
and Criminal Procedure- Codes, strengthening and enlarging 
the definition of sedition to cover almost any criticism of the 
Government and even anything said by an Indian abroad (th~}ugh 
not, it seelll."" by a Eurasian or Anglo-Indian), available to him 
ready for usc. Speakers at the Fourtetmth session of the Con
gress at Madras had' hoped that he wUllld repeal "the iniqui* 
tOU$ legislation of his predecessor." But then hope sprang eternal 
in the Congress breast, though in this case the hope was to be 
disappointed soon enough. He added to his predecessor's good 
WOI k by bringing. in the Foreign Tek:graphic Press Messages Bill 
which the Fifteenth Congress bemoaned "is opposed to the 
policy followed by the British GovernmelH in India as to the 
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UI1re~tricted di~semination of useful knowledge and informa
tion"; and he followed this up in 1903, the year of hi~ very OWJl 

Delhi Darbar, \"'Ith the Official Secrets Bill which the Nineteenth 
Congress under Lalmohan Ghosc bitterly described as "3g'.1inst 

the interests of the public. dangerous to individual liberty and 
retrograde in polici' and which Gokhale. not given to strong 
language, had denounced as "an odious, nay, iniquitous 
measure." 

Nor was this addition to what Annie Bcsant rightly called 
"'Coercion Lcgi~lation" intended to be just decomtioll to the 
statute book. It was meant to be used and was used. Apparently, 
during the 1890s and the first few years of the new century a 
spectre was haunting the British authorities both in London 
and Calcutta-the spectre of the possibility of large scale trouble 
for the Raj. There were reasons enough for their fears, Famine 
Conditions were endem.ic in Tndja throughout the closing decades 
of the 19th century though historians of the R,tj recollected in 
nostalgia seem these days to forget it. Famine, indeed, was the 
"ghost" atlhe Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria as a comment 
in India pointed out at the time and a Fantine Commission was 
actually appointed the next ye,lr, presumably to exorcise the ghost. 
or at least put the cap of invisibility on it. But in 1897 to the 
famine was added yet another scourge-the outbreak of bubonic 
plague in an epidemic form in many paris of India and on a 
scale such as had not been known. 

The British authorities in India were even less well-equipped, 
both mentally and physically, to tacklc this new calamity than 
the famine. In any event, the medical science itself bad rather 
rudimentary ideas on how to contain the disease even thOUgh it 
had made some advance on the methods used during the great 
plague of London, Segregation of the afllicted---or those who 
might be infected -wall considercd nCi.;essary. But for that detec
tion was cs~ential and in Indian conditions it posed difficult and 
sensitive problems. The British military called in to help the civi
lian administration to cope with the task, whatever their talent 
for playing "with the bayonet a.nd the butt", were hardly the 
soul of tact and responsiveness to Indian susceptibilities- --espe
cially those of Indian women. Their rough and ready methods 
of breaking into people"s houses and trying to find out the 
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viclims, or suspected viclin'L<;, were bound to cause greal ntfence. 
There were certainly some cases of molestation of women by 
soldiers, but many more of genuine misunderstanding. And it 
was probably onc such that led to the famous "apology incident" 
when Gokhale, who was in London at the time, in good faith 
related to a small Committee of British MPs and to the Mall
chesler Guardian, an alleged case of violation by some soldiers 
of two women, onc of whom was. said to have later committed 
suicide. 111e Bombuy Government categorically denied the story 
and said it was a "malevolent invention." On returning to 
India, Gokhale asked his informants to come forward and sub
stantiate the story which they could not. It wus. all based on 
hearsay and ffu1.n of absolute integrity that he was, Gokhale. 
without divulging the nam.es of his informants, took responsi
bility upon himself and offered an unqualified apology-much 
to the anger of the Indian public and even $Orne of his friends in 
England. 

However, there was no doubt ubout the severity and insensi
tivity of the tactics employed by the authorities in dealing with 
the epidemic. As the Times of India, not exactly an anti~British 
Of anti-Government paper, wrote: ,·It is becoming plainer day 
by day that if India is to be ruined by the plague we shall owe 
the ruin, not to the disease--for that disease has its times and its 
seasons and its limitations quite apart front any legislative enact
Ill.ent-but to anti-plague measures which in their operations 
result in spreading and increasing the plague." Quite apart from 
spreading the plague, they were to fill the cup of public anger 
and resentment against the Government to the brim. In places 
it overflowed into violence and terrorist acts. There were riots 
in the Punjab. In Poona the Plague Conunissioner·--a rather 
original if bizarre bureaucratic designatjon~Rand and a British 
lieutenant, Ayerst, were murdered at the end of January 1897. 
Tbe Anglo-Indian Press clamoured fOi a tooth for a tooth and 
an eye for an eye. The reaction of the authorities was cbarac
teristic-an initial period of puzzled passivity followed by in
discriminate counter-terror, striking ut friends and foes alike with 
deportations, punilivc police action and imprisonment with or 
without trial. A vast c()nspiracy to overthrow British rule was 
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evidently suspected. Perhaps there ought to have been one, but 
there wasn't. 

Bal Gangadhar Tilak was arrested for publishing matter that 
he had not written. So were two other Poona editors of Marathi 
papers. THak was tried by a judge and a jury of six Europeans 
and three Indians. Justice in fhis ca.-.e wasn't blind. He was 
found guilty by six votes to three and Mr. Juslir.!c Strachey 
thought that there was no need to prove an attempt to incite dis~ 
loyalty; to incite "il1~will of any sorts" was sulticient to prove 
the crime of sooition. Tilak was sentenced to 18 months' rigorous 
imprisonment. it caused a wave of protests in India and even 
some in England where Tilak was known not only as an up and 
coming politician, but a Sanskrit scholar, if with an obscuran~ 
tist bias. India, of course, described the whole conduct of the 
Government nicely as "Government by Panic." But even less 
politically committed opinion was worried and a petition to the 
Queen for Tilak's release was got up and signed, among others, 
by Max Muller, W.W. Hunter, Sir Richard Garth, Naoroji and 
even M.M. Bhownaggree, Tory MP for Bethnal Grccn, who was 
not normally seen kccping such company. Tilak was released 
after serving two-thirds of his sentence. 

But he at least had the satisfaction of being tried by a judge 
and a jury. The two Natu brothers, men of impeccabJe respect~ 
ability, were not so lucky. They were whisked away from Poona 
and kept incommunicado without any trial for nine months. 
Their case became something of a cause celebre. India, nover 
at a loss for the right phrase, called it Britain'sL'Affaire DreJfus. 
They, too, were eventually set free, but after nine months. Lord 
Sandhurst, Governor of Bombay, in a mildly contrite speech 
said that whatever mistakes may have been committed in Bombay 
and Poona in the past (this was in the autumn of 1898), "Wllat 
we must continue to do in regard to plague is to endeavour to 
enlist the people on our side." Being in his own way a man of 
literary bent, he could not help quoting some lines which Milton 
puts into the mouth of Christ: 

Yet held it more humane, more heavenly, first 
By winning words to conquer willing hearts 
And make pe~uasion do the work of fear. 
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But this has always been ea£ier said than done. Revolutions, 
it has been said, arc not made-not consecrated-with rose
water. Nor. come to that. are great Colonia.l Empires built and 
preserved by making "persuasion do the work of fear." Ripon 
might have been an exception. If so, he was the exception that 
was t() prove the rule. For twenty ye"lrs after him th.:. British 
policy in India was anything but aimed at conquering "willing 
hearts with winning words," On the contrary. the appUlatus 
of coercion, formidable enough already, was carefully added to 
and improved to deal with a.ny symptoms of dissidence llnd re
fractoriness, The appoil1tment of Curzon was the clearest indi
cation of the British intention to reinforce the ministry of fear 
in India, 

Jt is a measure of the mood of complacency-or it may have 
been lack of se!f-confidence-obtaining among the Congress 
leadership that at their session in Madras during the Christmas 
week in 1898, they had ;l1..'Corded "a respectful welcome to Lord 
Curzon", noted "with gratitude His Lordship's words of sympathy 
for the people ()f India", and gone on to authorise their Presi
dent "to wire the foregoing resolution to his Lordship in 
Bombay." What he thought or lhh: gushing note of wC"!come, or 
whether he even condescended to acknowledge it, is. not known. 
But what he thought of the Congress-and he was not unique 
among the British proconsuls and bureaucratic hierarchs in 
India in this-is on record. "The Congress", he wrote to the 
Secretary of State for India in 1900. "is tottering to its fall. and 
one of my great ambitions while in India is to assist it to a peace
ful demise." 

This was a wishful thought and quite a few of his successors 
were to entertain it. Indeed, it persists still, nearly forty years 
afrer the transfer t)f power, in some British minds. But he could 
be forgiven f~)r forming the impres~ion that the Congress was 
moribund a.nd only needed a coup de grace from him to qualify 
for a certificate of clinical death. Political institutilms. like all 
living things, develop and grow through their capacity and ability 
to summon adequate resportse to each challenge. But the Con
gress seemed to be wanting in b(~th. Its springs uf response to 
the situation in the country ilppeared stuck in the rut of its 
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excessively cautious constitutionalism, if they did nO't become 
whoUy atrophied. 

11 was not that it was unawar~ of the worsening conditions 
in the country. As early as J 892, H ume, whose political anten
nae wer.! mOle sensitive and sharper than many of his colleagues', 
parEly b.!cause the lcsson~ of 1857 had been burnt deep into his 
memory, had sent II circular letter addressed to Congressmen. 
marked "private and coniidential", But not much in India could 
be kept secret even in the days before the photo-copying machi
nes and other aids for picking up .md disseminating secrets, anu 
the Times nt the end of March that year reported: 

A strange correspondem .. -e is going the round of the Indian 
papers and is attracting some attention, It b<=gan with a 
circular which purport:; to be addressed by Mr. Hume, a 
leading member of the Congress Party, to every member 
of that Party, and which, alth(yugh marked "private afld 
confidential", has somehow been published. Mr. Hurne says 
that the ex.isljng system of administration is pauperizing 
the people and preparing the way for l'ne of the most 
terrible cataclysms in the history of the world; that the cup 
of misery of scores of millions is well-nigh full: that, as 
surely as day follows night. must a terrible rising come. 
Then Engliilimen will be as men in the desert, va.inly strug
gling for a brief space against the Simoon {sic]. There
fore. he urges the Con~ress 110t to' fritter away its resources 
in different channels, but to divert every rupee to avert 
the general ruin by carrying on an Eng1i~h agitation on the 
lines on which the Anti-Corn Laws League triumphed. 

This was alarmist rhetoric meant as. much to alert the Con
gressleaders to' the dangers of complacency as to' warn the British 
authorities. not to delay "more radical reforms in the adminis
tration which the Congres~ has, after years of patient labour, 
by the ablest and wisest Indians, declared to be essential." One 
would have expected the Congress "Patriarchs" to welcome this 
trenchant reinforcement of their argument for reforms. But a~ 
the Times remarked, "The extraordinary indiscretion, to s<1.y the 
least, of this manifestO' is so apparent even to Mr. Hume's own 
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party that the Standing CO'mmiltee at Allahabad begged him to 
stop its further circulation:' Tn London the British Congress 
CIJrnmiltee met post~ha.ste-the day after the report had appeared 
in the Times-,to pass a resO'lutiO'n repudiating Hume's "injudi
dous letter" and its "unjustifiable cO'nclusioAs", thnugh it ad
mitted that he had been driven to them "in face of the cO'nsid
eral ion of the deplorable condition of large portions of the J ndian 
people." It sent it to' the Times with a letter which D.tdabhai 
Naoroji alsO' signed alttlough he wrote to Dinshaw Wacha a 
week Jater that he was "distressed to' have had to sign that letter 
after what Hume had done for us." 

If it was inclined to softpedal sDmewhat even on the question 
of the almost continued famine canditions in India during the 
,1890:; and the political eruption they might precipitate, the Con~ 
gress wa .. " inevitably much more cautious in taking up the issue 
of the anti- plague measures to which the Government was resort
ing. it was aware that the epidemic was a very serious matter 
and that any Government would have to' take strO'ng steps to 
deal with it. It certainly did not want to give the impression of 
encouraging irralional opposition to preventive and prophylac
tic measures that needed being taken. But even within its ranks 
there was some feeling that it was carrying caution tDO far. 

Dr, Pattabhi Sitaramayya in his history of the Congress 
says that it "duly protested against these invasions of popular 
rights." This is only partly true. There is, for instance, nDresolu-. 
lion on record which directly criticises the authorities O'n this count. 
1n fact. the only resolution which specifically mentions the is~ue 
came a year late! at its F()urteenth session in 1898 and it dealt 
not with the measures taken against the plague, but with their 
cost. It asked that they being "a matter of imperial cDncern 
and recognised as ~uch ... thc expenditure incurred in conn.ection 
thereof should be borne by the G(wcrnment and not charged to 
the funds of the local bodies." 

Admittedly. the previous year Surcndranath Banerjea had 
described the "quartering of the Punitive Police at Pooua as a 
mistake" and l?otle on to ~ay that tnc Congress regarded "the 
imprisonment ~f Mr. Til;tk and the PoO'na Editors as a still 
gr~ater mistake." For Tilak. he added, "my heart is fuJ! of sym
pathy. My feelings go forth to him ill his prison house. A Nation 
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is in tears ... :' BUl. surprisingly, for nil his eloquence. he did not 
pi oposc any Tc$olution condemning the Government for what 
it had donc. Signifkantly. the Congress did take up the case of 
"the Sardnrs Natu" who had been deponed under Bombay 
Regulation XXV of 1827 and, while going out of it!'> way gratui
tously to acknowledge that "the Government of Bombay must 
have acted under it sense of responsibility" in arresting the two 
men, made so bold as to ask the authlHitics "to bring them.,. 
to ttial without delay, or. jf tIle Government have no sufficient 
evidence agaif"st them 10 place before a Court of Justice, to 
release them." 

The distinction which the Congress made between the case 
of the Sardars Natu and that of Tilak--an attempt to rush 
through a special resolution demanding rus release was eff~ctive[y 
foiled by the platform at the same session-could, of course. be 
easily explained on the ground that the two cases rai~ed entirely 
different issues. Tilak had been duly tried hy a judge and a jury 
and pronounced guilty. howeveI perverse the judgement. On 
the other hand, the Natu brothers Were being kept under lock 
and key without trial under a lawless Regu!(~tion of long ago and 
even the formalities orthat Regulation had not been rully compM 
lied with. But whatever the justification or rationalisation of the 
dil'tinction made, it could not but rankle with Tilak's suppor~ 
tefS. Already the previous year, at Calcutta. a certain incipient 
tension wa.s possible to discern between the dominant leader
ship and the militants like THak who, as Dr. Pauabhi Sitaramayya 
nicely puts it. had tried "to induce the Congress to show a little 
more grit." 

This tension Wa!; to grow in the coming yeat:> lmd become 
almost a permanenl reature of the Congress politics and erupt 
into periodic crises----and even splits. But, again. let u. not anti
cipate. Immediately. the te~.t of the grit and resolve was to come 
towards the fag end or Curzon's viceroyalty in 1905 over an 
issue which wa.,> to mark a major watershed in the political his
tory or modern India-the Partition of BengaL 

Any detailed analysis of what complex motives lay behind 
the British Govemment'!i decision to divide Bengal and stir up 
no end or trouble for themselves is not really germane to our 
purpose. Nor is it necessary to go into the story or what fnllowed. 
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And for the good reason that much has been written on the sub
ject~and from all points of view. EspeciaJly, after Sumit Sarkar's 
masterly The SH'adeshi Mow:ment in Bengal 1903-1908, there is 
very little that can usefully be added. Moreover. strange though 
it may sound, the Cl)ngress as an organised body played only 
a peripheral part, if at all, in the emotionally charged movement 
-of resistance to what was in essence, and aCrQ~s all official 
rationalisations, an act of vindictive political vandalism whether 
we judge it from the lines along which it was planned or the 
mannel in which the partition was carried out. Individual Con
gless leaders. and some of the tallest among them at the time. 
like Surendranath Banerjea and Ambica Charil.n Ma!umdar, 
it is true, threw themselves heart and soul into the struggle to 
undo the partition. Nor was this struggle confined to the 
Cllngress leaders in Bengal. 

For the author~ or the partition had completely misjudged its 
repercussions and consequences, "The native .. ," D~nzil fbbl!'tson 
had written in a note early in February 1904, "will quickly be
eome accustomed to the new conditions." The "nativi!" did not. 
The p:mition acted as a powerrul catalyst. setting in motion 
chain reactions in other parts or India, forcing tt) the surface 
submerged discontents with British rule and activating all kinds 
of radical and even revolutionary groups, however amateurish 
and ineffectual. far beyond the frontiers of BengaL Sumit Sarkar 
has not exaggerated ill saying that "with startling rapidity after 
July 1905 the movement broke away from all traditional 
moorings, developed new techniques of militant action, and 
broadened into a strugg.le for swam)," It might even be said 
that Indian politics. for good or ill, was never to be quite tile 
same again. 

This was summed up by Dadabhai Naoroji who- was not in 
the habit of allowing hi~ emotions to run away wilh him, At a 
largely attellded protest meeting ill LOlldon over which he pre· 
sided. he claimed. "Now the fndian people have. f~)1 the fust time, 
risen and deckucd that thi~ thing shall not b ... , Here is a cleat 
iSfiue between the ruleri'- and the people: they are come fac·~ to 
face ... .I am thankful that I have lived to sec the birthday of the 
freedom of the Indiall people," And somc weeks later. at the 
beginning of January [906, in a message published ill Surendranath 
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Banerjeu's paper. the Bengatee, he urged Bengal to pefS'?

vere with the resistam.:e: -'The responsibility and the opportunity 
that has fallen to }'(lur lot is to show that fndiarrs have a back
bone-the staying power to the lasL 11 we can once establish 
tbis reputation, half of OUI fight for sdf-government will be fought 
and won, I don't care-J am pr.::parcd f,lf ultimate failure. 
Bengal may remain partitioned-the t,oycoU may at last cnd
but it will be a gteat gain ir we can OIlI,;C establish the chal acter 
fOf organised union and self-sacrifice. One more important 
result I am looking forward to. It i~ the rousing up of the rna'>· 
'iCS, and lhe prescnt is just the kind of struggle which can accom
plish this objcct. .. ," 

And yel for atl the engagement of its sympathy with the anti
partition struggle and the sense of exhilaration which it generated 
among most of its leading lights, the Congre.ss as the foremost 
political organisation in Indiu and the only valid tribune of the 
Indian people, did not come forward to lead the movement of 
resistance as might have been expected. This was the mnre sur
prising because there was little doubt that one cf the principal 
atrractions of the Partition of Bengal for thos.e who planned it 
and carried it out was that i1 would weaken the Cong.ress which 
some cr the panmoiac British officials were convinced was a front 
organisation of a nest of Bengali Jocobins. "The best guarantee 
of the political advantage of our proposal:' CUrron assured the 
Secret dry of State for India in a telegram (quoted by Sumtt 
Sarkar) barely three months before the partition was proC\.,im
ed, "is its dislike by the COilgress Party:' 

The partition. of course, had other aims. Lndeed, it W3$ a 
classic example of one of those multipurpo~e schemes. in which 
the British ruling class has always excelled even if they have 
sometime~ misfired and ended in shambles. Whatevcl "adminis
trative convenience" might hrlve been invoked in ju~tification
and certainly Bengal because or a number ()f historical accidents, 
had grown into an oversize and unwieldy province-the actual 
partition that was put through hardly removed any of the in
conveniences as some of the British oflicials and ex-officials were 
dispassionate enough to admit. But it did seem to have certain 
poHticaJ advantages for the system of checks and balances on which 
the Brilish power in India rested, The final draft of the 
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partition plan, as Sum it Sarkar rightly points out, stressed "that 
Da("'Cil in cours..: of time would acquire 'lhe special character of 
a Provincial Capital where Mohamm>!dan interests would be 
strongly represented if not predominant'." It is even permissible 
to go further. [n retrospect it does not appear too fanciru! to 
sec in the Partition of Bengal a precur:mr of, or at least pilot pro
ject fot, bigger things to c~)mc, CUfZ(m was not indulging in 
levity when he spoke of ils "dislike" by the Congress. 

The dis1ike~in fact, strong opposition ........ -of the Congress 
was made abundantly clear neatly two years before CUrlon 
issued the fiat on September 1,1905 that on October 16 that year 
Bengal would be partitioned, For the idea of partition had been 
long in the prl1l-"eSS of gestation and various plans were going 
the rounds of corridors of power both j 11 London and Calcutta. 
The question since the beginning of the 20th century had been 
not whether BCTlg'J.i was going to be carved up, but in what form. 
The Congress. with its usual caution, waited tit! its Ninetecllth 
session in December 1903 at Madras in Spring Gardens, Tey
nampet, to warn the Governllle!lt against the folly, It passed a 
resolution-ninth on the agenda-which expressed its deep con
cern at the present policy of the Government ot India "in breaking 
up territorial divisions which have been ()f long standing and are 
closely united by ethnological. legislative, social and adminis
trative relations. and deprecates the separation from Bengal of 
Dacca, My01cnsingh. ChJttagong Divisions and portions of 
Chota Nagpur Divisioll. and also the separation of the District 
of Ganjam and the agency tracts of the GarUam and Vizagaparam 
Districts from the Madra .. Presidency," 

At its next session held at Bombay it returned to the theme and 
in stronger phmseology of disapproval. Tbe fourteenth res.olu~ 
lion, moved by Ambica Chamn Mazumdar and seconded by 
A, Choudhari. not only protested against the partition proposals 
but also suggested altermuive ways of strengthening the admiuis
trlttive framework of Bengal. According tv An.nie BesMt, "the 
Hon. Baikumhanallt Sen ... li!lt too strongly to do more than 
speak a few sentences, It was carried after a brief expression of 
sympathy from Mr. R,N. Mudholkar.'· It rcad: 

That this. Congress records its emphatic protcst against 
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the proposals of the Government of India, for the Parti
tion of Bengal in any manner whatsoowr. That the propo
sal~ ar.:: viewed with great alarm by the people, as tbe 
division of the Bengali Nation into separate units will seri
ously interfere with its social, intellectual and material 
progress. invdving the loss of various constitutional, and 
othcl rights and privileges which the Province has so long 
enjoyed and will burden the country with heavy expendi· 
ture which the Indian tax-payers cannot at all afford. 

The Congress is of opinion that no case had been made 
out for the Partition of Bengal, but if the present conSti
tution of the Bengal Government is considered inadequate 
for the efficient administration of the Province, the remedy 
lies not in any rediSlribution of its territorie~, but in 
organic changes in the form of the Government, such as 
the conversion of the Lieutenant-Governorship of Bengal 
into Governorship with an Executive Council like that of 
Bombay and Madras. 

Needless to say that the suggestion was not taken up by 
the Government. By the lime the nex.t CongrL"!is met at Benaras 
partition Was already an accomplished fact. Curzon had resigned 
though over an issue which was rather like a high-level depart
mental demarcation dispute. and even left the shores of [ndia. 
It reflected the curious sense of priority obtaining in the Congress 
at the time that the fin>1 resolution on the order paper was not 
what was happening in Bengal, but a message of "Ioy,tl and 
dutiful welcome" to the heir to the British throne and his con
sort (later George V and Queen Mary) which the President was 
instructed "to submit ... to His Royal Highness by wire." The 
resolution on the Partition of Bengal wa:. the lwdfth item on the 
agendl f(!1Jowed by alwliler and related resolution of protest 
against the repressive measures being implemented by the Govern
ment to curb the upsurge against the partition. These were taken 
up only on the afternoon of the third day of the session. 

But, of course. the carve up of the living body of Bengal 
dominated the se%ion. Gokhale in his presidential address 
dcy,)ted no snUIH part h) the question which, he said, "is upper-
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most in the minds of us all at this moment." This followed 
immediately after his subtle and remarkable damning of Curzon 
and his administration with high praise: 

Gentlemen, how true it is that to everything there is an 
end! Thus even the Viceroyalty of Lord Curzon has come 
to a close! For seven long years, all eyes had constantly 
to turn to one masterful figure in the land~now in admir~ 
ation, now in astonishment, more often in anger and in 
pain, tilt at last it has become difficult to realise that a 
change has really come .... 

He went on to find a parallel in Aurangzeb which was, per
haps, a liUh~ unfair-to Auraugzeb. He saw in Curzon "the 
same strenuous purpose, the same overpowering consciousness 
of duty, the same marvellous capacity for work, the same sense 
of loneliness, the same persistence in a policy of distrust and re
pression, resulting in bitter exasperation all round. I think even 
the most devoted admirer of Lord CUrlon cannot claim that he 
has strengthened the foundations of British Rule in India. In 
some respects, his Lordship will always be recognised as one of 
the greatest Engli~hmen that ever c:ame to this country:' And 
he piled compliment upon compliment by speaking of Curzon's 
"wonderful intellectual gifts, his brilliant powers of expression, 
his phenomenal energy, his boundless enthusiasm for work." 
Then came the sting. But, he added, "the gods are jealous, and 
amidst such lavish endowments. they withheld from him a sym
pathetic imagination, without which no man can ever understand 
an alien people: and it i~ .1 sad truth that to the end of ltis admini
stration Lord CUrlon did not really understand the people of 
India." 

That mllst have hurt. So must have Gokhale's criticism of 
the furtiveness with which the whole operation was prepared 
and announced "from Simla, where he and his official collea.gues 
were beyond the reach of public opinion." He was even more 
sh:lrply critical of him be(,,"Uuse after his resignation, "the only 
proper. the only dignifted course fO!' him was to take no step, 
which it was difficult ttl revoke and the consequence of which 
would have to he faC\.--d, not by him. but his successor." Curzon, 
he contillUcd. also "owed it to the Rt1yal visitors not to plunge 
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the larg.est Province of India into violent agitation and grief on 
the eve of their visit to it. But Lord Curzon was determined to
partition Bengal before he left India and so he rushed the neces
sary legislation throug.h the Legislative Council at Simla, which 
only the official members could aUend, and enforced his orders 
on 16 October last--a day observed as one of universal mount
ing by all classes of people in Bengal. And now, while he him
self has gone from India. what a sea of troubles he has bequea
thed to his successor!" 

The resolution of protest against the Partition of Bengal was 
moved, appropriately enough. by Surendranath Banerjea in an 
emotionally charged speech in which, as Annie Besant recorded, 
"he described the grief and excitement in Calcuua: 'the shops. 
were closed. the domestic hearth was not lit. food was not cook
ed'. The Government was busy 'forging instruments of repres
sion, laying the foundation for the inauguration of a reign of 
terror.' Meetings were prohibited, Sankirtan processions stopped. 
the singing of 'Bande Mataram' punished, boys prosecuted and 
sent to g"401." Speakers who followed Surendranath included 
three Muslims-Abdul Kasim, Hadayat Bakashi and Nassurud
din." The resolution against the coercive measures was moved 
by Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya and seconded by Lajpat 
Rai who congratulated Bengal "on its splendid opportunity 
of bemJding a new political era for the country .... If other Pro
vinces followed the example of Bengal the day was not far dis
tant when they would win." 

But that was a big "jf". Bengal-both young and old-must 
have found it flattering for it to be recognised as constituting 
the vanguard of the national struggle. But what was the vast 
rearguard going to do to back up its assault on imperialist des
potism? Above all, what wus the Indian Na.tional Congress as 
the custodian of national honour going to do to meet this chal~ 
lenge'! Was it going to pick up the guuntlet and give a fight? 
The Benaras Congress provided no answer to these agonising 
questions. There was nothing in its deliberations to suggest that 
its leadership had worked out any strategy even strictly within 
the framework of its commitment to constitutional methods for 
reversing the partition. On the last day. it is true, a resolution was 
passed appointing Gokhale as its delegate to go to England 
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"in view of the importance of urging the more pressing proposals 
llf the Clmgress on {[le attention of the authorities in England 
at the present juncture." But there was no specific mention of 
securing the annulment of the iniquitous decision on Bengal 
though, interestingly, among those who supported this resolu~ 
tion, was Sister Nivcdita (Margaret Noble). 

One thing, however, the Benaras Congre~s did do. It accepted 
the invitation by latindranath Choudhary on behalf of the 
delegates from Bengal to the Cmlgrcss to hold its next session 
in Calcutta. This acceptance was demonstrably meant to be a 
gesture of solidarity with Bengal in its struggle which was gain~ 
jng momentum in many directions. And in Calcutta it reassem~ 
bled duly on the Boxing Day 1906, "Never before nor since 
1906," wrote Annie Bcsant, '-has the Congress $Cen SUCll a gather~ 
ing as that which assembled at Calcutta, .. in that memorable 
year. A huge Pavilion was erected by the Russa Road, Bho
wanipur, seating 16,000 persons, with wide passages that gave 
standing room to another 4,000; Bengal had been roused from 
end to end, all India sympathised with her wrongs," In recent 
years the number of deleg'd.tes had rarely reached the figure of 
a thousand. At Calcutta in 1906 they numbered 1,663. including 
eight from Burma-a figure only once exceeded, at Bombay in 
1889 when Bradlaugh attended. 

The atmosphere on the opening day was electric with high 
patriotic fervour. Annie Besant did 110t exaggerate when she 
wrote: "The welcome given to the President-elect [the Grand 
Old Man of [ndla Dadabhai Naoroji, already over eighty1 and 
pa.'it Presidents, us they came on to the platfonn with the Chair~ 
man of the Reception Committee, Dr. Rash Behad Ghose, rang 
out from 20,000 throats, and when silence was obtained. Mr. 
Narendranath Sen, the patriot Editor of The Indian Mirror, open~ 
cd the proceedings with a prayer, and two men choirs and a 
1hird of 30 young girls, sang National songs." It was a memor~ 
able session in numy ways, not least for the acceptance of the 
Swadeshi movement by the Congress. Gokhale at Benar3s had 
already given it his blessing:; as "b(llh a r,atriotic and an economic 
movement", But at Calcutta the Congress as a collective body 
pronounced its benediction on it and called upon the people 
of the country "to labour for its success, by making earnest and 
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sustained efforts to promote the growth of indigenou!i indu!>tries 
and to stimulate the production of indigenous articles by giving 
them preference over imported cornmodilies even at some 
sacrifice. ,. 

However, atl had not been plain sailing in the pedod leading 
up to the Congress. Bal Gatlgadhar Tilak had for almost ten 
years been emerging as the focus of militant dissent within the 
Congress. As early as 1896. Dr. Pattabhi Sitammayya has it, 
he had \vanted the Congress to show a little more gumption. 
Three years later, at the Fifteenth Congress session at Lucknow, 
"he wanted to move a resolution condemning the regime of Lord 
Sandhurst" in the Bombay Presidency and "quoted the misdeeds 
of the bureaucracy .. ' and asked whether he was at aHexaggerat. 
ing." But many of the old stalwarts. including the President that 
year, Romesh Chunder Dutt. who had "recently retired from 
the LCS.", as Dr. Sitaramayya r.l.ther gratuitously notes. op-
posed the move, partly because they did not consider Sandhurst 
to be the worst of the provincial satraps and did not wish to make 
mOTe enemies than there were already. Tilak was persuaded 
not to persist with his resolution only when the President threa
tened to resign. But before the Calcutta session, "Young Ben· 
gal", who believed that Tilak was on their wavelengtll, Ilad pro
posed his name for the presidential chair. According to Bipin 
Chandra Pal, the Times of India. in an inspired piece. sounded 
the tocsin and the "moderate" leaders managed to frust.rolte 
the attempt by "secret diplomacy" and prevailing upon Dadabbai 
Naoroji to <Iccept the presidency for the third and last lime. 
Neither Tilak nor his supporters were so foolhardy as to olier 
frontal opposition to the election of the doyen of Indian politics 
as President of the Calcutta Congress. 

But the "moderate~"; or the Right as they would today be 
labelled, were mi$taken if they thought that DaJabhai would g() 
along with them all the way. He was full of year~ and very frail. 
He spoke only a few words of thanks and then asked Gokhale 
l\) read his !i.peech. But unlike the normal course of evolution 
with politicians. with age he had moved left wards. He had at· 
tcnded the International Socialist Congress at Amsterdam in 
August 1904 "as an honoured guest" and had addressed the 
gathcring on his favourite theme, "the drain of India's wealth. 
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and the poverty of the people," NeXt year, as RP, Masani 
remarks, "a striking proof of his Socialistic tendencies was given 
by Dadabhai \vhen at a Conference of Democrats, held all July 
29, 1905, under the auspices of the Metropolitan Radical Federa~ 
lion and the National Democratic League at l-lolborn ToWll 
Hall, he moved, as Vice-President of the League, a resolution 
demanding the establishment of a universal sy"tem of old age 
pen:.ions, based entirely upon citizen rights and free from the 
taint of v.auperism." He was certainly much less exercised avel 
"the growing impatience of young men who ridiculed the idea 
of India getting justice at England's hand without convulsion" 
thalt were some of his colleagues in the British Congress. Commit· 
tce like Wedderburn. 

At the Calcutta session~which, incidentally. a young Muslim 
lawyer from Bombay, M.A. Jillnah, attended as his Private 
Secretary--his presidential address was modulated on a much 
more radical note than any of his previous addresses or those 
of his colleagues, He made no bones about asking the Congress 
to demnnd self·governmcnt. "Political principles are." he said. 
"after all, the rout of our national greatness, strength ;:Ind hope. 
All these political principles are summed up in self~govcrnment. 
Self-Government is the only and chief remedy .... Be united, per. 
severe, and achieve se!l~govertlment. so that the millions now 
perishing by poverty, famine and plague, and the scores of mil
lions that arc starving on scanty SUbsistence may be saved and 
India may once more occupy her proud position of yore among 
the greatest and civilized nations of the world." And he did not 
po~it it liS a distant goal, but declared that "not only has the 
time fully arrived, but had arrived long past:' 

This wa" rousing rhetoric and there was much more (If it 
from him though. the voice was that or gentle Gokha1e. "We 
hear a great deal," hI;! said. ·'about agitators and agitation. Agi~ 
tation is the life and ~t)ul of the whole political, social and indus~ 
trial hi~ tory t,f England. It is by agitation that the English have 
accomplished their most glorious achievements, their prosperity. 
their lilx:rties and. in shorL, their first place among the nations 
of the wOlld .... Agitate, agitate \1ver the whole leng.th and breadth 
of India ill every nook and cOfllcr-peacdully of Course-if 
we really mean to get justice from John Bull." 
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Th!:; wu.s a man of eighty-one speaking. Younger men c\)uld 
hardly do less. Ambica Chantn Mazumdar. moving resolutic>n 
number seven affirming the legitimacy of the boycott movement. 
invoked tnc spirit of Milton and Hampden. He even referred to 
th'.! struggle of "revoll1tionary Russia". Bipin Chandra Pal 
called it ·'an important and divine movement. We may help it 
and be blessed by helping it. We cannot oppose it." Indeed. he 
wanted the scope of boycott to be enlarged so thnt it w()uld ex
tend from boycott of goods to that of honorary offices and asso
ciations with the Government in East Bengal. He did n~)t want 
~my leader of the people to associate with the Lieutenant-Guver
nor in any legislative work. 

This interpretation of the r.:solution. however, was not accept
able to more moderate and sober men like L.A. Govindara
ghava Aiyar and Madan Mohan Ma!aviya who maintained that 
while Bengal was justified in using boycott as a weapon, the 
Congress could not giv~ a blanket blessing to its use everywhere 
as Bipin Chandra Pal seemed to want. Gokha-Ie had to intervene 
to a.<;sure them that they w('re bound by the terms of the resolu
tion and not the gloss which individual speakers put on it. The 
resolution declaring "the Boycott movement inaugurated in 
Beng-d.1 by way of protest against the Partition" to be legitimate 
was duly passed with one vote again.<;t and one abslentiQn. 

The Twenty-second Congress ended, <\ccording to Annie 
Besant, "amidst scenes of the wildes.t enthusiasm and rejoicings." 
Apparently there was thundemus applaus:! when a Swadcshi 
umbrella from Poona wa~ unfurled ovel the Pres.ident. Dada~ 
bhai NMrl')ji, who N:minded them that the session "had placed 
bzfore itself <\ definite goal-SeJf~Government, Swam]"" and 
added that it was now for the younger generation to reach it. 

How~ver, the unanimity and scenes of enthusiasm witnessed 
at Calcutta wcr~ a little deceptive. They succeeded in masking 
very sharp differences and even tensions which for some yenrs 
paS( had h~gun to surface within the Congress whose leadership 
had becmne used to functilming rather like a dub of like~lllindcd 
gentlemen. They were taken aback by the ohstrl'per':JUsness 
which they had cnc(mntereu in recent years from some of the 
younger men cast in a very dilTcrcnt mould nnd untufMcd in 
parliamentary manners, Men likc Pherozcshah Mdua and 
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Dinshaw Wacha, for instance, had strong r.:servations about the 
boycott Icsolution passed at the Calcutta Congress andad mit
ted a'i such later. They had also, perhaps, some reservations 
about the whole character of the anti-partition movement in 
Bengal which, with much that wa!' positive and progressive about 
it, trailed clouds of Hindu revivalism and even a degree of con
fessional bigotry that was to alienate some of the liberal Hindu 
minds, like Rabindranath Tagore. who had at the start identi
fied themselves wholly with it. 

These differences and tensions were to become accentuated 
in the year that passed between rhe Twenty-second and Twenty
third Congress sessions. And for obvious leasons. The struggle 
against partition did not seem to be getting anywhere. Gokhale, 
always inclined to be sanguine about the intentions of the British 
Gnvernmenr, had told his audience at Benaras that "there are 
grounds to believe that Lord MintO' will deal with the situation 
with tact.. firmness and sympathy." There was no evidence dur· 
ing the next twO' years that Minto W':lS going to reverse the poti
(lies of his predecessor. A sportsman and an athlete rather than 
an int-~lIectual imperialist Walter Mitty-one of his many ex
ploits was to ride the winner of the Grand National Steeplechase 
()f France at Auteuil in 1874 at the age of nineteen-he did not 
care much for Curzon, But he was determined to maintain the 
partition because, he wrote to Morley in February 1906, "Ihe 
-diminutiotl of the power of Bengali p()liticai agitation will assist 
to remove a serious cause for anxiety ... .It is the growing power of 
a popUlation with great intellectual gifts and a talent for making 
itself heard, a population which. though it is very far from 
representing the more manly characteris-tics of the many races. of 
India, is not unlikely to influence public opinion at home most 
miSChievously. Therefore from a political point of view alone, 
putting aside the administrative difficulties of the old province, 
1 believe partiti,m to have been very necessary ... :' 

Nor was he the man to go slow on repression. having done 
his litint in Paris on the side or "(he fO'rces of law and ordeT", a~ 
the Tory MorningPostapprcciativdynoted white giving Minto-'s 
bio~data on his appointment as ViCCIOY, during the Commune in 
t 871 when he was barely sixteen. Tn a serics of articles- that Kcir 
Hardie wrote for the Labour Leafier during his tour of East 
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Bengal in t907, he vividly described the repression thltt was let 
loose against the people. and not only in Bengal, In a piece headed 
"How Extremists. are Made", he said: "Every thing in India is. 
sedition that does not applaud every act of the Government:' 

The early euphoria generaled by the spontaneous anger of 
the people against the act of partition which seemed to cut aCrl)Ss. 
the confessional divide had given way to a mood of frustration 
among the younger generation and made them turn to the culr 
of the bomb and the bullet as the short-cut to liberation when. 
in fact. it only tended to act as a divisive element and provided 
the authorities with a spurious justification for accentuating lheir 
organised terrorism. The mood of frustration was only height"n
cd when the communal tension began to erupt in the early 
months t)f 1906 in the form of communal riots in parts 01 East 
Bengal and the situation grew steadily worse during 1907. 

The Congress as a body was not directly involved in the anti~ 
partition movement, though many Congressmen and Congress
women were. But for all its elitism, it was a microcosm of [he 
naliDn in a very real sense and every tremor or turbulence that 
affected any part or member of fndia's body social and politic, 
ineluctably, had repercussions within the body of the Congress. 
The more so in this case because a curinus. if fortuitous, ad hoc 
alliance had developed between Bengali radicals of various brands 
and persuu~ion'i. on the one hand, and Tilak and his hand of mili
tants, who had their own grievances against the Congress old 
guards, on the other. An anonymous British correspondent 
after Surat was to describe Tilak as an "impatiellt idealist" in the 
columns or India, But with his impatient idealism Ti!ak. com
manded a remarkable. jf somewhat fitful. shrewdness and 
It talent. excelled only by Gandhi. for talking to people in their 
own language and idiom. Thj~ wa.s. a formidable combination of 
gifts-or would have been, if it had not been marred by a certain 
strain of factionalism and even opportunism. 

The ail was thick with rumours of disagreements between the 
"moderates" and the miJitants~dubbed as extremists-nn the 
eve of the Twenty-third ses~ion of the Cortgrcss. At CuJcuda, 
Nagpur's invitation to the Congress to hold its next session there 
had been accepted. But. according 10 Annie Besant. "some local 
disagreements having supervened. which made the holding of 
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the Congress: there difficult, if not imros~jb1e, the All-India. Con· 
gress Committee. elected. under the twtative Constituticn pas
sed at Calcutta, decided" to shift the session to SuraL The 
"Nationalists", as. ihe militant!> were designated, bowewr, be
lieved, as Dr. Pattabhi Sitarumayya tells us in his history of the 
Congress, "that Sural had been purp\)scly selected by the Mode
rates as a safe place where they could, with the help of local dele
gates, have their own way," 

However that may be, und despite the intim,ltions of the 
storm ahead, the scene at Surat bdare the opening of the session 
was placid enough. The sitc chosen for the session was enchant
ing. '~Some historic French gardens," wrote Annie Besant, "on 
the banks of the Tapti, forming French territory, were laken, and a 
charming city of tents was made with a large Pavilion." Almost 
1,600 delegates had converged on SUf'at to take part in the session. 
Factional manocuvrings, and even efforts to compose the 
difference~, had fone on tiil the opening day. Tilak's supporters, 
of course, wanted him to preside. having failed at Calcutta to gel 
their way. But they realised this was beyond theit reach. It was, 
therefore, decided to put up the name of Lajpat Rai who h,td recently 
been allowed to return from his deportation to Mandalay Fort in 
Burma and whose popularity was near its zenith. However, he 
was sensible enough not to agree to be theh slalking-horse. 

A rumour then spread tbat the Moderates were planning to 
go back on the four crucial resolutions passed at Calcutta-on 
Self~Govertlment, Boycott. Swadeshi and National Educa1ion
by excluding them from the agenda al Surat. Who ~pread the 
Tumour was 110t known, but it was cbviously in the interest of 
the militants for it to be believed. The Moderates also played 
into their hands by an act of tardiness, "Unfortunately," Dr. 
Sitaramayya reem ds, "ihe dmft of resolutions prepared by the 
Reception Commi1tee was not availatle till the Congress actually 
met, and the statements mad~ to the effect that they were included 
in the draft were not accepted." 

All the same, the Congress opened at 2.30 in lhe afternoon 
to a packed Pandal of 7,000 delegates and visitors on the Boxing 
Day (as Annie Besunt. probably rightly, recordcd although Dr. 
Sitaramayya opts for D.:cember 27 as the opening day for some 
reason best known to him) things seemed to go reasonably 
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smoothly at first. The Chairman of the Reception Committee, Tri
bhuvttU Das Malvi, was able to give his brief addte~s of welcome 
without any interruption. The first signs of trouble came when 
AmbaJat S. Desai proposed the name of Dr. Rash BehariGhose, 
a perfectly harmless academic of some distinction, clStwhile 
President of the Facully of law at the Calcutta University and 
member of the Supreme Council and Ctlmpanion of the lndian 
Empire to boot, as the choice of the Reception Committee for 
the presidency. This was their prerogative under the rules and 
it had been accepted practice for the delegates to endorse the 
choice by acclamation. 

But not so at SuraL Cries of uNo. No", were heard from 
a small group of disscnters. That was only an appetizer. A verit
able storm of shouting and counter-shouting broke OUt when 
Surendranath Banerjea rose to second the proposals. As the 
Congress report written the next day and signed by the President 
(Dr. Ghose), the Chairman of the Reception Committee (Tribhu
van Das Malvi) and the two Joint General Secretaries (Dinshaw 
Wacha and Gokhale: Hume's name had ceased to appear as 
General Secrefary after the Benaras Congress), stated : 

As soon as ... he [Surendranath Banerjea} began his speech
before he had finished even his first sentence-a small 
section of the dcleg.'ltes began an uproar from their seats 
with the object of preventing Banerjea from speaking. 
The Chairman repeatedly appeaJed for order but no heed 
was paid. Every time Banerjea attempted to go on with 
his speech he was met by disorderly shouts. It was clear 
that rowdyism had been determined upon to bring the 
proceedings to a standstitl. and the whole demonstration 
seemed to bave been pre~arranged. Finding it impossible 
to enforce order. the Chairman warned the House that 
unless the uproar subsided at once, he would be obliged to 
suspend the siUing of the Congress. This hostile demons
stration, howevcl, continued and the Cbairman at last 
suspendcd the sitting for the day. 

There is little reason to doubt the veracit.y of this account. 
It is corroborated by other eye-witness accounts, including the 
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famous despatch in the Dai~v Chronicle O'f London by H. W. 
Nevinson whO' was in Sura!, together with a few other British 
journalists. like Pierce who was slightly hurt the next day while 
helping Dr. GhO'se to' escape. It had been hO'ped that overnight 
tempers would cool and wisel thoughts would have lime to' as
sert themselves Dn both sides. though there is nothing on recO'rd 
to suggest that any attempt at mediation between and reconcili~ 
at jon of opposing factions was made during the interval. rnstea~ 
the twO' camps seem to have spent the time literally sulking in 
their respective tents. 

When the Congress met again at I p.m. the next day
December 27 (December 28, according to' Dr. Sitaramayya)
the President-elect was duly escorted through the Pandal to the 
platform without any hostile demonstration from any part of 
the congregation. However, one little incident was noticed. As 
the ploccssion was entering the Pandal, a slip of paper "written 
in pencil and bearing B.G. Tilak's signature was put by a vo-Iun· 
tecr in the hands of Malvi, the Chairman of the Reception Com
mittee." It said that he (TiJak) wished "to address the delegates 
{)fl the proposal of the election of President after it is seconded. 
1 wish to move an adjournment with a constructive proposal. 
Please announce me." This was certainly an unprecedented re
quest and went against the normal conventions O'f the Congress 
established over more than two decades. But, perhaps, nothing 
could have been lost if the Chairman had agreed to let Tilak 
have his say in order that the delegates could see what his "cons
tl uctivc proposal"' was. There was little chance. in any case, of 

. his carrying the m.ljority with him and the posilion of the Mode-
rates C(luld only have been reinforced by a public rejection of 
whatever Tilak intended to propose. 

However, the mt'xjerate leadet~hlp, too, appear to- have been 
at the end of their patience with the factiousness, if not down· 
right obstructionism. of TiJak :md his supporters. The Chair~ 
man opened the pmceedings by calling upon Surendranath 
Rnncrjea tl) resume his speech at the point at which it had been 
interrupted. This he did. He was supported by no less a person 
than MatHai Nehru. then a moderate of Moderates. The Chair~ 
man then. with()ut calling 011 Tilak to come tl~ the rostrum and 
h;>ve his say, "put the motion t()' the vote. "An overwhelming 
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majOlity of delegates signified the a~sent by crying 'all, air and a 
small minority shouted 'no, no', The Chairman thereupon 
declared the motion carried and GhO$c was installed in the Pr..:;
sidentia! chair amidst loud and prolonged applause:' 

But this was for Tilak and his supporters the ultimate provo~ 
cation-the proverbial rcd rag t<} the bull. The official r\!port~ 
which seems a soberly written document, goes on to say: 

While the applause was going on, and as Ghose rose to 
begin his address. Tilak came upon the platform and 
stood in front of the President. He urged that as he had 
given notice of an "amendment to the Presidential election", 
he should be permitted to move his amendment. There~ 
upon, il was pointed out to him by Malvi. the Chairman 
of the Reception Committee. that his notice was not for 
"an amendment to the Presidential election", but it was 
for an adjournment of the Congre~, which notie,! he had 
considered to be irregular and out of or.:ler at that stage: 
and that the President having been duly installed in the chair 
no amendment about his election could then fr;! moved. 
Tilak then turned to the President and began arguing with 
him. Ghose, in his turn, stated how matters stooo and 
ruled that his request to move an amendment about the 
election could not be entertained, 
Tilak thereupon said~ "1 will not submit to this. I will 
now appeal from the President to the delegates." In the 
meantime an uplOar had already been commenCed by 
some of his followers, and the President who tried to read 
his address could not be heard even by those who were 
seated next to him. Mr. Tilak with his back to the Presi~ 
dent, kept shouting .. , frantically exclaiming that he would 
not go back to his seat unless he was "bodily removed:' 
This persistent defiance of the authority of tne Chair pro
voked a hostile demonstration against Tilak himself and for 
sometime, nothing but loud cries of "Shame. Shame", could 
be heard in the Pandal. It had been noticed that when 
Tilak was making his way to the platform some or his 
fo)1owers were also trying to force themselves thfllugh 
the volunteers to the platform with sticks in their hands. '" 
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A general movement among Tilak's followers to rush to 
the platform with sticKS in their hand~ being noticed, the 
Plesidem, for the last time, called upon Tilak to withdraw 
and formaily announced to the Assembly that he had ruled 
and still ruled Tilak out of order and he called upon him 
to resume his seat. 

THak, however. refused to obey. What followed was a pan~ 
dcmonium and a free-for-all in which the critique of weapon 
appcmed to take precedence over the weapon of critique. Chairs 
were hurled; sticks were freely wielded. The official report, how
ever, puts il rather decorously: "The President, finding that the 
dhorder went on growing and that he had no other course open 
(0 him, declared the Session of the Twenty-third Indian National 
Congress suspended sine die. After the lady-delegates present 
on the platform had been escorted to the tents outside. the other 
-delegates began with difficulty to disperse, but the disrtrder having 
grown wilder the Police eventually came in and ordered the hall 
to be cleared." 

Others. present at this unique and '<the saddest episode in the 
story or the Congress" (to quote Annie Besant) gave much more 
dramatic accounts of it. A Reuter despatch from Surat which was 
widely carried by the British Press spoke of heads being broken, 
though it added. rather quizzically, "but no seric)us damage was 
done". meaning, perhaps, that Dr. Ruthclrord, a British Member 
of Parliament. and several other Europeans among the distinguish~ 
ed guests on the platform. managed to get away unscathed. It 
described how delegate,s trying to flee tore great holes in the 
canVIL'i walls of the Pandal and "tumbled head foremost through 
the gaps and bolted into the park shrieking for the police", Pre
sumably Reuter's Man in a similar predicamcnt would have tum
bled feet foremost through the gap. 

Howcver. the be~t despatches on the Surat tra.gi-comedy 
were sent by H.W. Nevins-on to the Daily ChrOllicle. Earlier that 
DCL"embcr he had been in Bengal reporting on the situation there, 
and in a icttCT to the /lImlchester Guardian, then a Liberal journal, 
n.ld written how October 16~the day on which the partition 
was carried out~had bee-ome "the Ash Wednesday of India. 
On that day. thousands and thousands, probably millions, of 
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1ndians rub dust or ashes on tbeir foreheads; they b;:tthc as at a 
sacred fast: no meals are eaten: the women rCrUloe to cook: they 
lay aside their ornaments; men bind each other's wrists with a 
yellow string as a sign or remembrance: the whole day is pa>scd 
in resentment, mourning, and the hunger of humiliation:' 

From Bengal he had gone to Sural, no doubt expecting stlme~ 
thing to write home about. as turned out to be: the C'ise. Later 
he summarised his despatches in his book The Nel~' Spirit itt 
[ndill, c( mbining a fine journalistic touch with Ii sense 01 objec
tivity in his reportage: 

With folded anns Tjlak faced the audience. On either 
side of him young Moderates sprang to theil feet. wildly 
gesticulating vengeance. Shaking their lisl~~ and ydling 
to the air. they clamoured to hurl him d()wn the steps 
of the plutf()lnJ. Behind him. Dr. Gh('~e mounted the table, 
and, linging an unheard hell, harangued the storm in 
shrill, agitated, unintelligible denunciations. Restraining the 
rage of Moderates, ingeminating peace if ever man ingemi~ 
nated, Mr. Gokhale, sweet~n<ttured even inextlcme~, ~t(\"od 
beside his old opponents, flinging OUt both arms to protect 
him from the threatened on."t.t. But Mr. Tilak a!>ked for n(} 
protection. He stocd there with folded atm~, defiant, call
ing on violence to do its worst, calling on violen~ to move 
him, for he would move for nothing else in hell or heaven. In 
front, the whjte~clad audience roared like a tumultuous sea. 

Suddenly something flew through the air~a shoe !-a 
Mahratta shoe!-reddi~h leather; ~ointed toe, sok studd~ 
cd with lead. Jt struck Sutendranath Banerjea on the cheek: 
it cannoned off upon Sir Pherozeshah Mehta. ft fiew~ 
it fen, and. as at a given signal, white waves of turbaned 
men sUlged up the e~carpment of the platform. Leaping, 
climbing, hissing the breath of fury, brandishing long sticks, 
they came, striking at any head that looked to them Mode
rate, and in another moment- between brown leg.<; standing 
upon the green-baize table, T caught glimpses of the Indian 
National Congress dissolving in chaos. 

Like Gnethe at the battle of Valmy. I could have said, 
"To-day marks the beginning of a new era, and you can 
say that you were present at it." 



CHAPTER V 

THE POISONED CHALICE 

Ncvinson had been carried away by the excitement of 
the scene at Surat. No political apocalypse was yet round the 
corner, The vision of the Indian Nalional Congress dissolving 
in chaos which he thought he glimps\!d was but a mild halluci
nation to which even the best of journalist.s .tre prl'lnC under the 
influence of the heat 0'1' moments (If human drama they witne~s 
from the sidelines. No new era bcg.lTl on the morrow of the Sumt 
shambles and, indeed, could not have begun. And for twO' 
reasons. Firstly. the militants----ol "Nationalists" as they canle 
to be dubbed by their admirers-led by Titak had no' great new 
philosophy of action to contribute to the Congress, Their poli
tical ideology was not very different to that of the Moderates. 
The anonymous "Anglo*ltldian Correspondent" was right when 
he wrote in Illdia, "We sh~lll find that the newspaper division 
into Moderates and Extremists is largely fallacious; that India 
will entertain only one party, the Nationalists. They wi!! dis
agree about the method and pace. but not about the goal; and 
the national assembly will be all the more powerful as a school 
of politics ir. as seems inevHable, it is stimulated by the knowledge 
of an organisation prcrerring a more radical creed. The shoe at 
Sural has undeniably cleared the air. and when the Indian papers 
come to hand j[ will ... be seen that the actual causeofthedisrup
lion was not so much a divergence of opinions as a blunder il~ 

management, mude irrevocable by the 'impatient idealism' of 
Tilak." 

But it is easy to understand why N~\'inson imagined himself 
to be witnessing an Indian baltic of Valmy. Thc militants made 
:t lot of noise; they talked in stron£ langunge: and they had among 
them men who. like Ajit Singh, had been deported to Burm7, 
with Lajpat Rai and carried a certain revolutionary aura. Young 



136 INDIAN NA nONAL CONGIU:S$ 

lndia. not only Young Bengal. even remote from Surat jnstinc~ 
tively thrilled ttl theiT radical phraseology and saw in the "hap· 
pening" at Surat a repeat performance of the trial of strength 
between tbe Montagnards and Giro-ndists. In this the reactilln 
of young Jawaharlal Nehru who was eighteen at the time and 
in his ~econd term at Trinity at Cambridge was significant and 
typical. even though later he was to re:tlise the Iim.itations of 
the Tilak school of thought. 

This is dear from the letters he wrote to his father, Motilal 
Nehm who was definitely in the Girondist camp, from Camb· 
ridge catly in 1908. His first reference to SUrat was in a letter of 
Ianuary 2 written from Harrogate, a v.'<ttering place, where he 
must have been staying in between the terms. "We expected 
lively things at the Sural Congress," he wrote to Motilal Nehru. 
"and our expectations were more than fulfilled. It is, of comS(, a 
great pity that such a split should have occurred. But it was sure 
to come and the sooner Vie have it the better. You will most 
probably throw all the blame on Tilak and the extremists. They 
may have been to blame for it but the moderates had certainly 
a lot to do WitJl it. I do not at all object to R.B. Ghose being 
President; but the manner in which he was declared President 
in the face of opposition can hardly be defended from any point 
of view. The moderates nUlY represcnt part of the country but 
they !;eem to think, or at any rate try to make others believe, 
that they nre the 'natural leaders' and representatives of the 
whole country. The manner in which some of them try to ignore 
and belittle all those who differ from them would be annoying 
if it was not ridiculol.ls. 1 firmly believe that there will hardly 
be ,my so-called 'm(merates' left in a few years' lime. By the 
methods they are following at present they are simply hastening 
the doom of their party. " 

This was a pretty harsh judgement and one which his father 
could hardly have shared being one of the "moderates" the doom 
of whose party lawaharlal was foreseeing. Motilal, imtead of 
sending him his account of whM had happened at Sura!, sent him 
a press clipping about the Congrcsl> from the Tline.\' of Indill. So 
lawaharlal wrote back, this lime from his college at Camb
ridge, that he had seen a Reuter repml of the proceedings at Surat 
which, he said, was much the same a~ the one in the Times 0/ 
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India. MatHai h,td described the Times (if India report as "not 
free from party bias:' "So I presume," wrote Jawallarlal, "{hat 
Reuter was not as fair and unbiased as he might have been." 
But he stuck to his criticism of the Moderates and was parli
-cuJarIy hard on poor Rash Behan Ghose: 

The would be presidential speech of Dr. Ghose does not 
strike me as being very brilliant or original. The begirming 
of his address is rather pathetic with its thanks for an honour 
which was not conferred on him and his allusion to (he fate 
of Phaeton, [the son of Helios~Sun-who was killed by 
Zeus with a thunderbolt when he tried to driVe his father's 
chariot but could not control the horses], which turned out 
to be trUe in his own case. 

Having noticed in one of the accounts that his father spoke 
immedintely before Tilak came on to the platform, he hoped to 
be sent his version of it because "this means that you must have 
been in the midst of the fray." But in his nex.t letter Jawaharlal 
.expressed his great disappointment that there was no mention 
of the Surat affair in his father's letter. "I have read many ac
counts about the lasl Congress," he wrote to Motjlal on January 
23, "but still [ want to know what you think about it. I do hope 
you will not forget to write about it to me." Whether or not 
Motilal sent his son his account of Surat Congress, he had written 
him on January 10: "You know me and my views well enough 
to understand that I do not approve of the opinions expressed 
by YOll, but boys must be boys and 1 do not blame yOll for them." 

To this Jawaharlal's reply written on January 30 was that 
he was sorry his rather did not approve of his opinions. But, he 
added, "really I can hardly help holding them in the present state 
-of atTuirs. They are the only inferences I can draw from my extrc~ 
rudy limited supply of racts ... .Anyhow I have not the presump
tion of imagining that my opinions are infallible." And he went 
-on (0 say, mtiler cheekily: "The governm.ent must be feeling very 
pleased with you at yotlr altitude. l wonder if the insulting offer 
·of a Rai Bahndurship, or something equivalent t{) it, would make 
you less of a moderate than you are." This was to upset Motilal 
deeply and rankle with him. lawahudal m.ust hrlve beard about 
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it ftom his mother judging from a letter which he wrote her early 
in April: "1 am very sorry to learn that fatber is lUlwetL I am 
particularly distressed 10 hear that he is depressed and mi.ght not 
have liked something t wrote to him in my letter a few weeks ago. 
What I wrote to him was written purely in fUll and it never 
occurred to me that it cOLlld offend him .... [ simI! apologise to him 
in my next letter." This he did on April 10: 

1 have been told that you did not like something 1 wrote 
to you a lew weeks ago. 1 was ratber surprised to know 
this as what r wrote to you was written purely itl fun and 
it never dawned on me that it could offend you. All the 
same I was right sorry I ever wrote that or thought it. But 
what amazes me is thai you should have ever thought me 
capable of being guilty of such a thing. I do hope this will 
put an end to the incident.. .. [ am slIre you will pardon me 
for an offence which I did nOl intend 10 commit. 

This rather strange anecdote of a misunderstanding bet\veen 
the father and the son, which brings to mind some observations 
made by Burke in his Thoughts on Our Present Di.~C()lIIl'III.1', would 
not have merited any mention except in the family history of the 
Nehrus had it not been in some ways symptomatic of a wider 
phenomenon. For it is undeniable that Sural seemed to bring 
to a head the growing genemtion gap in Ihe Indian politics of 
the day. Not that Tilak could be regarded as part of the younger 
generation of India at the time. He was already past fifty. Nor 
could it be claimed thal his ideas on many mattCf$ would have 
had particular appcul for the youth. At any rate, lawaharlal 
Nehru would have found hi1TL~elf more at home with some of 
the Moderates. For most of them were men of the Enlighten~ 
ment while Tilak's views on quite a few crucial social isslles. 
were, to put it mildly, conservative to the point of connecting 
with the Hindu counter"reformation--a pamdox. which lawahar· 
lal Nehru was to note in his autobiography. But. for the moment, 
he appeared to stand out as the symbol of radical dissent and 
protest against political mendiC'.1ncy. Hence his attraction even 
for a man like the young Nehru. 

At all events, Tilak and his militants had somewhat over-
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estimated their ~trength and influem .. -c in the country-perhaps 
even more so than the Moderates had done. The bulk of the 
Congress was not willing to follow them. This was demonstrated 
at Surat itself. Within an llOur or more of the adjournment of 
the Twenty-third Indian. National Con.gress sine die the leading 
deleg'ltes met at Phcrozeshah Mehta's camp res-idenee to discuss 
how the pieces could be picked up and the work of the Congress 
continued. They resolved to call a. convention the next day of 
those delegates to the Congress who wcre agreed: 

1. That the attainment by India of Self-Government 
similar to that enjoyed by the Self-Governing members 
of the British Empire and participation by her in the 
rig-Ilts and responsibilities of the Empire all equal 
lernL~ with those members is the g.oal of our political 
aspirations. 

2. Tha.t the advance towards t/lis goal is to be by strictly 
constitutional means by bringing about a steady re
form of the existing system of administration and by 
promoting national unity, fostering public spirit, and 
improvillg the condition of the mass of the people. 

3. And that all meetings held for the promotion of the 
ainL'i and objects above indicated have to be conducted 
in an orderly manner with due submission to the 
authority of those that arc entrusted with power to 
control their procedure and they are requested to 
attend at l.P.M. on Saturday the 2Sth December 1907, 
in the pandallent for the purpose by the Working Com
mittee of the Reception Committee of the 23rd Indian 
National Congress. 

The signatories to this notice calling the Convention were 
Rash Behari Ghose. Pilerozeshah Mehta. Surendranath Baner
jon, G.K. Gokhale, Dinshaw Wacha, Narendranath Sen, AUl.ba~ 
lal S. Desai, V. Krishnilswami ryer, Tribhuvan Oas Malvl, Madan 
Mohan Malnviya and many others. The next day the Com'en
tion met at the appointed time. Over 900 delegales accepted 
the conditions stipulated in the notice and attended it. 
As. according 10 Annie Besant. something like T.6OO 
delegates were at the aborted session of the Congress. 700 
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dc1egatesf~lund the conditions unacceptable and, it must be 
supposed, they were either with Tilak and Itis. militants or did 
not want to take sides. Thi!) suggests that Tilak though in It 

minority was not in a hopeless minority. 
Phcrozeshah Mehta opened the Convention more in sorrow 

than in anger. "[ remember," he said. "that once from the Con~ 
gress platform I spoke of an unconventional Convention for the 
purpose of promoting the interests of the country. I did not think 
then that in the process of time we should really have to meet in 
lhe form of a Convention for the purpose of resuscitation. if you 
will, reincarnating, if you desire, of the work which has gone on 
for twenty·three years with the cooperation of all provinces of 
this country." He proposed Dr. Ghose's name to take the chair 
which \vas seconded by Surendmnath Banerjea. However, the 
key speaker was Lajpat Rai who had risked deportation and 
whose popularity, consequently, stood very high. 

His name was not specifically mentIoned among the signa~ 
lories to the Convention notice. It couId be that there was a 
tussle going on not only for his soul, but possibly in his soul 
overnight. His speech in which he finally threw in his weight on the 
side of the Moderates reflected this. He was certainly the Modera
tes' trump card and was given a great ovation. "While thank
ing you from the bottom of my heart," he began, "for the kind 
reception you have accorded me, I beg to associate myself with 
the proposal that has just been made:' But he went on to add, "I 
wisll it was not necessary for me to associate myself with the pro
posal today_ Had we gone on with the proceedings in a normal 
manner it would have been unnecessary but as misfortUJ1C will 
have il that was. not destined., .. Notwithstanding all our misfor
tuoes we are determined to continue our work and thereby give 
proof to the world that with all our internal quarrels we are a!\ 
agreed in the service of the cOllntry and that under no circum
stances. arc we going to desert the banner under which we have 
been fighting." 

Hi~ was the voice of a patriot alld u. statesman and it could 
not but make it easier for Dr. Rash Behari Ghose to take the 
chair and for the Convention to agree to the setting up of a 
Committee of over one hundred Congress members to draw up 
a constiLUtion in conformity with the declaration of the creed 
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which the participants in the Convelltiou had signed. A resolu
tion to that cIrce! was moved by GokhaJe himself who assured 
them lhat as far as he "could see the programme of the body 
they werc trying to bring into existence would for all practical 
purposes be the same as that of the Congress for which they had 
worked for 23 years.·' He read out the names and, after Govinda
raghavi\ lyer and A. Chaudhuri had sf.'Conded and supported 
the motion app0inting the Committee which would meet "during 
Easter" and if that were not po~sible, in September. It was carned 
unanimously. 

The Committee set up by the Convention duly mel for two 
days in April at Allahabad. it drafted a Constitution for the Con
gress as well as rules for the conduct of meetings. The creed of 
the Congress was embodied in the first article which was almost 
identical with the first two points of the notice already quoted. 
setting the attainment by the people of India of a system of 
Goverrull.cnt "similar to that enjoyed by the self-governing 
members of the Britjsh Empire" and "on equal terms with 
those members". The goal was to be achieved "through COIL'>· 

titutional means·' and "by bringing about a steady rdonn or 
the existing system of administration", which implied progress 
by stages. 

This was nothing very new. It was the goal towards which 
Dadabhai Naoroji had already urged them to move at Calcutta. 
But what was. new was article two. Hitherto, despite a number 
of tentative Constitutions for the Congress discussed at various 
sess.ions over the years. the Congress had been virtually an open 
house, a kind of caravanserai almost. with no strictly defined 
qualifying rules of residence. so to speak. Now. and for the first 
time, they were asked to make a declaration in. writing that Ihey 
would abide by the rules ofthis great omnibus political hostelry 
and ut.'Cept the purposes for which it was being run. It said: 

Every delegate to the Indian National Congress shall 
express in writing his acceptance of the Objects of the 
Congress as laid down in Article r oHhis Comtitliliol"l_ and 
his willingness [note thc male gender which was to become 
unthillkllble only 11 decade laterJ to abide by this Cons
titution. and hy the Rules or the Congress hereto appcllded. 
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This was [he answer of the Congress "Patriarchs" who still 
ruled the roost to any inlrusion of the Mahralta shoe in its delj~ 
berations in the future. The first major crisis in the Congress 
history had thus been overcome, or at least contained, and the 
unfinished Twenty-third session could be resumed where it had 
been abruptly interrupted at Surat-but all the coast of Coro
mandeI at Madras in the Elphinston Grounds, Mount Road, 
a year later. 

Paradoxically, the Moderates had something to be thank
ful fOT to those whom they characterised as Ex.tremists and who 
regarded themselves as true nationalists. For once the reaction 
in Britain to a bit of a smash up at Sura! was rather sensible. 
True the Tory Press was gleeful and shook its head in the spirit 
of "I told you so." The Times, in particular, drew the le;;;;on 
which it had already learnt by heart: that Indians were not to be 
trusted with ruling themselves or allowed even intelmedtate forms 
of representative institutions. But the Liberals were in POWel, 

and though bipartisanism on India was already a well and truly 
established fact, the Liberal administration was in some degree 
responsive to the more sapient section of Liberal opinion. The 
Star, for intance, after having a mild dig at t~.e Congress for 
llaving "mistaken Surat for Donnybrook" went on intelligently 
to add: "The danger is that we may take lndia either too serious
Jy or not serious.ly enough. We hope Mr. Morley wHl not fall 
into either of these two errors". Instead, it counselled him to 
"hastell rather than diminish tIle pace of the reform .... It is his 
duty to show thal constitutional action is morc fruitful than 
revolutionary propaganda." 

The Manchesler Guardian was evcn more emphatic. "It 
would indeed be a bad day for all Liberalism,'- it wrote. "when 
loyalty to its principles in India failed to awaken an answering 
seme of duty amongst English liberals. The situation in Jndia 
is unmistakably deat. For a few years longer the front can be 
held for the caUSe of peaceful and constitutional Liberill 
Reform; hut unless English Liberals take energetic action for its 
assistance. the time is not vcry distant when India will become 
like Ireland, a permanent entangle-ment of English politics. per
haps actually incapable of being resolved by constilutional 



THE POJSONto CHALICE 143 

reforms. There is no longer any excuse for failure to understand 
ror what the Indian National Congress stands." 

These admonitions from what was in those days the friend. guide 
and counsellor of British Liberalism could not altogether be 
ignored by a Liberal administration. especially as there were 
{)th:r signals from India indicating dlat unrcst was growing 
and beginning to acquire serious proportions not only in Bengal. 
but also the Punjab and elsewllcre. By the standards of our own 
day and age the revolutionary and tenorist groups that sprang 
up in the wake of the anli~partilion agitation in various parts of 
India were rather amateurish in their methods. They had little 
experlise and none of the lethal technological competencc asso~ 
~iated with their counterparts today. But they wert to bring off 
some spectacular acts which attracted <l good deal of international 
pUblicity. enough at any rate to disturb the proverbial sllng·jraid 
.of the British authorities. On the eye of the abortive Congress 
session at Sural, for instance, a train in which Sir Andrew fraser. 
the Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal was travelling, was derailed 
by a bomb pear Midnapur. Next April two bombs were thrown 
into a hackney carriage at Muzaffarpur in Bihar. They were 
meant for a District Judge. Kingsford, with whom the revolu
tionaries had scores to settle. but instead two British women
a Mrs. Kennedy and her daughter-were killed. For this act 
Khudiram Bose, a youth of 18, was later hanged. 

These sporadic acts of violence-and the dramatic incident 
two years later in the very heart of London at lehangir Hall at 
the Imperial Institute when Sit Curzon Wyllie. Political Soc
retary to the Secretary of State for India and Dr. Lalkaka were 
shot dead by Madan Lal Dhingra at a public meeting-jid not 
add up to much. But the alarm they caused in Britain was con
siderable. While the Britis.h authorities in India found ill them a 
-convenient excuse to tighten up the reprcs~ive laws and regula. 
tlOllS, Liberals. in England argued that the stick alone was not 
enough and il was necessary to dangle a carrot as well. The stick. 
of course, was freely used. In July 1908 Tilak was arrested, 
tried before a Parsi judge who, before pronouncing his verdict, 
<lelivered a sanctimonious ledure on the duties of public men., 
especially those who. like Tilak. exercised great influence-and 
promptly sentenced him to six years' tCallsportatioll with hard 
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labour (later changed 10 simple imprisonment in Mandalay 
because of his age and state of health), To this was added for 
good measure the nine months' remission he had been granted 
of his sentence In IS97. In Bengal, at the other cnd of India, 
ever since the imposition of p:mition arrests. convictions and 
deportations, with or without trial. under what was virtually rule 
by lawless regulations had become the order of the day. Among 
more than five hundred such convictions was that of Aurobindo 
Ghose on a charge of srditious writings in the Bande MatarQm, 

Tilak's conviction, howc\'er, became something of a cause 
ceh'bre, partly because of his political preslige in the country and 
his eminence as a scholar. It also led to widespread protest and 
disturbances in Bombay. Gokhale. not given to exaggeration. 
had described it as "an ugly discouragement to the Moderates." 
Even Morley, deeply schizophrenic in his Liberalism who, as 
Edward Thompson and G.T. Garratt remark in their Rise ami 
Fu/jilmem of tire British Ru/e in India, "in his old age reacted 
unconsciously against the ideas ofllis youth". mildly disapproved 
of it. In his correspondence with Sir George Clarke. Ihe (hen 
Governor of Bombay. he considered it "politically unprofitable. 
though morally and legally justifiable." Indeed, not only the libe
ral and Irish MPs were critical, but even some Conservatives 
were censorious. among them a future Secretary of State for 
India, F.E. Smith. later Lord Birkenhead. 

'fhe Liberal administration under Campbell-Bannerman was, 
in fact, under some pressure to show some signs of mobility on 
the political front in India besides passing new and more stringent 
repressive acts. A convenient occasion for a gesture to a5suage 
the Liberals in India offered itself on the 50th anniversary of 
Queen Victoria's Proclamation of 1858 by which the Crown 
took over the Government of India from the East [ndia Company 
fonnally and promised that all peoplc. Europe-ans and Indians. 
would be treated 011 a footing of equality. Tn a message to "the 
Princes and Peoples of India" (in that order) on December I, 1908. 
Edward VI[ reaffirmed the plcdges given by his mother which 
tbe BrHish bureaucratic hierarchy in India ever since had been 
anxious to erode by insinuation of all kinds of semantic ambigui
ties into the Proclamation. Almost simultaneously. Morley in a 
despatch outlined a scheme of reforms of the legislative Councils, 
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both provincia! and central, and for a token opening of the d013rs_ 
to admit Indians-at least those who could be relied upon to be 
amenable and never 10 speak out or turn-to the "Holy of 
Holies", namely the Viccroy's Executive Council in Caicuna 
and the India Counl.:il in London. 

It was, therefore. ina somewhat mixed mood that Ole Twenty
third Congress reassembled at Madras (m December 28, 1908. 
to take up the business left unfinished at Surat the previous 
Christmas. There was, certainly, a mild sense of euphoria-and 
for a number of reasons. To begin with, the moderate Congress 
leaders could congratulate themselves that they had managed 
to come througJl the crisis with the bulk of their support intact. 
Indeed, some even felt that the departure of Tilak and his mili~ 
tant cohorts hat! made the Congress more attractive to the: 
Muslims man)' of whom had found their strident notc of Hindu 
revivalism more than a little oO:'putting. What is more. the
Congress now had a proper constitution and one which made a 
repetition of the Sural free·for-all virtually impossible and ensur
ed the ascendancy of lhe moderale leadership for a long time to 
come. 

Howe-ver, the main source of euphoria was elsewhere. The 
Congress leadership at long last had something to prove urbi 
f!t arbj that their con.<;titlilional methods of agitation had not 
altogether been so much expense of spirit and eO·ort in a wa:-tc of 
shame and futility; that, in fact, they had earned Some dividends. 
The euphoria was furthel' heightened by the widely shared be-
lief that in drafting his scheme for constitutional reforms Morley, 
by now duly ennobled, had taken his cue from one of lhem~ 
Gokhale. As Dr. Pattnbhi Sitaramayya was to claim quarter of 
a century later in hi" history of the Congress, "'The- Minlo·Mor
ley Reforms really owed their origin 10 a memoran.dum furni· 
shed by Gokhale to Lord Morley, the Secretary of State for 
India. The memorandum wus long and detailed so much so that 
Morley regretted he had no time to go through it and desired 
Gokhale to put it on a half sheet of paper. So he did and that 
bodily became the MOIley·MilllO Reforms." 

TIletC is little evidence to substantiate this claim as. will be 
seen. But it was largely believed altd Morley himsdf probably 
wanted it to be believed in fndia. It accoUltted for the joyous, 
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note on which Dr. Ra:sh Be-had Gh()se, who was unable to make 
himself heard at Surat but was listened to with rapt attention 
at Madras, modulated the opening passages of hi:;; pre~idential 

addres$ and said: 

The fears which for months haunted the minds of ~ome of 
us have proved groundless. The genial prediction" of (lur 
enemies so cnufldently made, have also been falsified. 
For the Indian National Congress is not dead, nor has 
Surat been its grave. It has been more than once doomed 
to death but, rely upon it, it bears a charmed life and is 
fated not to die. 

This at least was prophetic. Waxing poclic he spoke of the 
clouds "which darkened the political sky" and which they had 
"wmched so long with fear and trembling" having dissolved in 
rain and broken "in blessings" ovel their heads. "The time of 
the singing of birds is come;' he said. "and the voice orthe turtle 
is heard." At any rate his voice was heard payin~ tribute to Eng
lish statesmanshi~ "which, as Lord Morley justly boasted, has 
never yet failed in any part of the world" and which, he claimed. 
had "risen to it!. fullest height at this critical time" and had "seiz
ed the golden moment. for it knows the season when to take 
occasion by the hand, not to suppress but to guide the new spitit 
which England has created in lndia." He saw India "on the 
tIll esho-ld of a new era." 

However, his joyful sense of the imminence of the miUennium 
was intersected at many points by grim forebodings and anxiety 
which surfaced again and again in speeches during the next two 
days. Even Dr. Ghosc was on the defensive and parts of bis 
address sounded vcry much like an apologia pro vita SU/l: 

1 repeat, we cherish no illusions. We know that the way is 
long and hard; we know the danger of taking even a single 
Wlwary step, but we are determined to make the road easier 
for those who will foHow us in ever"increasing numbers. 
Man goes forth into work and to his labour until the even" 
ing. But the evening comes before his work or task is 
done, but others will take up Lhe work Which is left 
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unfinished. Yell, a younger genemlion will take up the work 
who will, J, trust have sontc kindJy thoughts for those who 
tOll in their day !>tnlVe to do their duty, however imper~ 
feedy, through good report and through evil report, with, 
it may be a somewhat chastened tervour but, J may say 
without boasting, with a !ervour as genuine as that which 
slirs and inspiws younger hearts. 

The anxiety and forebodings were justified. It was 1101 just 
that fal fewer delegates had tllrlted up at Madras for the second 
act Qr the Twenty-third Congress- 626 against more than 1600 
who had eome to SUmt. But what was at stake was the 
claim of the Congress to represent the nation. Of the 626 dde~ 
gates 404 were from Madras and 134 from Bombay. The rest 
or rndin, including Buona, wns represented by only eighty-eight 
delegates. Province"wise breakdown of the figures revealed an 
even rru:)lc depressing pkture. United Beng.-tl-for the Con~ 
gress for its purposes refused to recognise the partition as having 
any legitjntacy~which had long spearheaded the movement of 
national resurgence had sent only thirty-six delegate,. to Madras, 
though they included old stalwarts like Surendranath Banerjea 
Hnd Ambica Charan Mazumdar. The Punjab, at the other end of 
India, was represented by only seven men, however "good and 
true". In between, the Uniteu. Provinces had twenty·threc and 
the c.P. nnd Berar where. presumably, the shifting of the venue 
from Nagpu.r to Sural the previous year still rankled, mustered 
no more than eighteen delegates, It almost looked as if the Con· 
gress base had narrowed to Bombay and Madras; and the rest 
of the country .!Ieemed to have become disenchanted with it. 

Something, obviously, needed to be done to reverse this 
trend. But what? Thc moderate leaders were in something of a 
cleft stick. They wanted to show their enthusiasm for the re
forms foreshadowed in Morley's despatch whieh had been 
made public property only a few weeks before the Madras ses-. 
sion. Indeed. they were anxious even to claim credit for lhem. 
At the same time. thcv did not want the impression to gain ground 
that they were mereiy the camp"followers of a.nd cheer-leaders 
for the British Governntel\t. Already all manner of scurrilous 
rumours were being spread by their opponents. This included 
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the preposterous story that it was Gokhale, described delicately 
as "H()norary Patriot", "the blackface<! man", even "Tago", 
who had engineered Tiluk':; prosecution and actually gone to 
England to persuade Morley to pronounce his benediction on the 
decision of the Government of Bombay to deport him. Then 
as now the more grotesque a ruffiOllr the greater its coefficient 
of credibility in India and even supposedly serious newspaflcrs, 
like the BOlide Malaram associated with Bipin Chandra Pal and 
Aurobindo Ghose, were willing to publicize sllch stories. 

It was important for the Congress, therefore, to dissociate 
itself clearly and unmi.~takably from the policy of unbridled re
pression Which the Government was pursuing-and not only in 
Bengal-while talking of constitutional reforms. This dilemma 
was to be with the Congress for rnallY years to come. It was re
flected both in the speeches and the resolutions passed at Madras. 
The very first resolution, for instance, "tenders its loyal homage 
to His Gracious Majesty the King-Emperor", for having real:' 
firmed the pledges given in "the memorable Proclamation issued 
in 1858 by his illustrious Mother, Victoria the Good". The 
second resolution was equally fulsome in giving '''expression to 
the deep and general satisfacUon" with "the Refonn proposals 
formulated in Lord Morley's despatch ... throughout the coun
try." The next resolution was also in the nature of a propitia
tory gesture to Caesar. It placed on record tho Congress' "empha
tic and unqualified condemnation of the detestable outrages and 
deeds of violence which have been committed recently in some 
parts of the country, nod which ate abhorrent to the loyal, hmnane 
and peace·loving nature of His Majesty's Indian subjects of 
every denomination." 

However, the rest of the substantive resolutions passed at 
Madras session read like a long inventory of griefs. TIlese in· 
elUded the hardy anlluals like complaint against the denial of 
equal citizenship rights to His Majesty's Indian subjects in the 
British self-governing colonies which "is fraught with grave mis
chief to the Empire and is as unwise as it is UI\righteous"; against 
"high prices of food· stuffs for tbe Pllf>t several years, and the 
hardships to which the middle and poorer classes are pUL there
by" and asking for an enquiry into the "caus.es of such high 
prices, with a view to nsccrtaio bow far and by what remedies 
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such C'J.uses could be removed"; plea for "immediate steps" 
to make "Primary Education free at once and gradually compul
sory throughout the country" and for larger allocation of funds 
for secondary, higher and technical education; protest against 
'"the fresh burden of £300,000 which the British War OJlice has 
impo:>cd on the Indian Exchequer for military charges on the 
recommendation of the Romer Conuniltee"; and, inevitably, 
a lament at the heavy charge of land revenue on Indian agricul
turists, great and smaU, this exaction being "not a tax but ... in 
the nature of rent." But the gnawing preoccupation of the 
Congress leadership was something else. 

It was the Pal tit ion of Bengal ilnd its aftermath. The fifth 
res~,lution earnestly appealed to the British Government "to re~ 
verse ... or to modify it in such a manner as to kcep the entire 
Bengali~speaking community under onc and the same adminis
tmllon". It argued that "the rectification of this admitted error 
will restore contentment to the Province of Bengal, give satisfa~ 
tion to the other Provinces, and ... enhance the prestige of His 
Majesty's Government throughout the country. -. Ambica Charan 
Mazumdar. not exactly a firebrand, attributed the unrest and 
the growing emt of violence in the country to this act of folly 
and arbitmrincss. "Violence," he said, "and lawlessness we hate; 
anarchism we detest. But it seems impossible not to feel the 
force of the circumstance which has given monstrous birth to the 
insane bomb-maker. And gentlemen, what has been the remedy 
applied to this state of things-Repression, Repression a1ld no
thing but Repression. BUl, gentlemen, if anarchis.m has in every 
age and in every country failed to achieve the salvation of any 
people, Repression has likewise nowhere succeeded in restoring 
peace and order, and in thi:; country repression has so far only 
succeeded ill converting prison~houses into martyrdoms." And 
almost defumtly he added, "If the Partition is a settled fact, the 
unrest in India is also a. settled fact, and it is for Lord Morley 
and the Government of India to decide which should be unset
tled to settle the question." 

The tenth resolulion urged the Government to repeal the Ben
gal Regulation III of 1818 and similar regulations in other Pro~ 
VillceS of India under which people were being deported, often 
without even the sem.blance ofany legal tdat; and it "respei;tfully" 
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prayed "that the persons recently deported in Bengal be given an 
opportunity of exculpating themselves, or for mecting any charges. 
that may be against them, or be set at Hhc!1y." 11 was moved by 
Syed H;'\Sall Imam. Among the speakers \vho supported it was Dr. 
Tej Bahadur Sapru who made his debut at the Congress :.e~

sion by describing the Bengal Regulation IJ1 of ISIS-and other 
similar lawless Regulaljons~,,;)S "the Sword of Damoc!es" ahvays 
hanging over their heads and ":lgainst the very first principles 
of English jurisprudence, and ... opposed to all the traditions of 
the English Constitution." 

But even the Moderates renowned for their moderation were 
beginning to lose faith in the efficacy of the first principles of 
English jurisprudence and the traditions of the English Constitu
tion in curbing the British bureaucracy from riding roughshod 
over elementary civil liberties. Bhupendranath Basu who 
seconded the resolution bravely stood up and counted himself 
as "a close friend of some of tho~e deported" and their fellow
workers for many years. "Are we to be imprisoned, are we to 
be deported, are we to be arrested, without being given even 
an opportunity of explaining our conduct '!" he asked rhetori
cally and pointed out that at the recent Midnapore trial elderly 
men and some of the higllest in Indian society had been arrested 
and brought to trial "upon the information of a drunken debau
chee picked up in the streets of Midnapore"--information which 
could not be substantiated and had later to be abandoned as 
evidence. 

The next resolution was worded more mildly and merely 
expressed the hope that Aets vn and XIV would not long re
main on the Statute Book. TIle first of these Acts empowejed 
the authorities summarily to attach newspapt'r presses and the 
second made it a punis.hable offence for anyone to subscribe to 
any association which was under executive proscription. The 
reason for this muted critique which almost implied a signal of 
supine acquiescence in reprcssion, was that the Congress leader
ship was in something of a quandary over tIle issue. One of 
them, Gopal Krishna Gokhale no less, who in his person com
bined a rare political astllteness and even wisdom with a spas
modic habit of naivete and ingenuousness, had been persuaded 
by tht:. Govt:.rnment to give his assent to the new Draconian curbs 
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on !Ill..' Inubn Press after having been sho·wn ccnain "cviJ<!tlCC" 
of sedilious wriling~. 

Apparently hl: had agreed to [hem de~pjtc advice to the e~ltl· 
trary from i>omc of hi~ close~t colleagues, among Utem Phcro· 
zeslmh Mehta, no! eX~lctly an cxtrcmi~t and unJer whom Gokhale 
had served hi~ political applcntic·.:-ship and, indeed, who had 
virtually bequeathed him hi:; seat in the "Suprcm<.:: Council", A'i 
H,P. Mody rdate" in his biography of Mehta. he was stmngly 
opposed to the Congress sayirig anythhlg which might give the 
impression of ib approval of further curtailment or the freedom 
of the Press when the authoritie~ were already armed with powerful 
judicial and extra~judidal in~lrumenls of di:;cipline and correc
tion, But it wa~ not possible for the Congress publicly to repu
diale Gokhalc ell her. So a form ofcomprQm[se phrasing was 
worked out to do a c.haracteristic balaltcing act, While the 
c1eventft resolution deplored "the CircUlllstarlCes" which had led to 
the passing of the offensive laws. it expressed "theearnesthopc" 
of the Congress "that these enactments will only have a tem
porary existence in the Irldian Statute Book," The Congress 
Moderates. it seemed, had iIle~haus!ible reserves of "earnest 
hope". 

However, hope. whether "earnest'; or simulated as an exer~ 
eise in political Coueism. availed little, The g!adng defkit in 
the crucial resolutions p;'ls~ed at Madra'>, as at all {he previous 
Congress sessions over nearly a quarler of a century. was not a 
flaw {)f semantics, but of will and st'!f-<:onHdence. Beyond dep~ 
loring and even strongly prot6ting against the policies of rep res· 
sian and irlsolent bureaucratic despotism. th\! Congress otle-red 
its followers 1m slmtegy, much less programme. of popular re~ 
sistance.1t was not:tblr.... for imtance, that at Madrn~, the-Congress 
reiterated "its most cordial support to the Swade~hj Movement" 
which was good ncw~ 10 Ihe emerging "Irtdian producers" and 
induslrialblS. But there ,vas not a word about "the Boycott Move· 
ment" which the Congress under Dadabhai Naol'oji had acccpl~ 
ted as 11 legitimate form of pressure, tit least in the limited con
text of Bengal. to gd the Government to change its mind {)n 
partition. This could nM but serve to alienate the Radicals-and 
not only in Bengal-from the C(lllgre~s, It could not even. be 
!'aid th'lt the Congress posture of being grmeful for small mercies. 
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made much tactical sense. The Government was bound to read 
it as an indication tlml for sometime to come the Congress would 
be too busy trying out the new constitutional scheme to make any 
importunate demands for any real sharing of power. Worse still • 
• \lIthe thanksgiving at Madra .. was likely 10 encourage the die
hards in London and Calcutta 10 intensify their clamour for par· 
jng down still further the crumbs of Reforms which had been 
offered, confident that the Congress. now safely in moderate 
hands, would do nothing to rock the administrati\'c boat in 
India by organising any active opposition on the ground. 

In spelling oul their "deep and general satisfaction" with the 
Reforms outlined in Morley's despatch the Congress leaders Jmd 
been inclined to take them at their face value. Unfortunately 
for them and fndia. however. his political package was ilot quite 
like a famous brar.:l of whisky so distinctly houled as to rule out 
.all vaguen:ss. There was plenty of vagueness about it, not all 
.accidental and some ubviously deliberate and intentional. More~ 
over there was a whole area of crucial details Jeft 10 be filled 
in later on. Of course, sanguine as always. the Congress at Madras 
had "boped" that these details will be informed by "the same 
liberal spirit in Wl1ic11 t.he mainprovi~ions ... have been conceived." 
This hope, too, was to plOve a dupe. The way in whidl the 
details were worked out was meant to circumscribe the scope 
of the proposals and vitiate them. This was soon to become crys
tal clear. 

Not that the general scheme itself represented a giant step 
forward towards effective representative institutions, much less 
any substantive transfer of executive or legislative power to 
Indians. Morley 11imself was at paim to deflate the excessive 
bubble of expectancy that he had raised in fndia. "If it could be 
said;' he declared in the House of Lords to which he had been 
elevated, "that 1J1is. chapter of rerorms led directly or indirectly 
to the establishment of a parliamentary system in India, J, for 
OTIC, would have nOlhing at all to do with il." This was exactly 
len days before the Congress mel in Madras so thut its leaders 
could not say that they had not been warned of his real intention.;;. 

Minto was evert more brutally dismissive of any suggestion 
that the Reforms which were to become associated jointly with 
his and Morley's name for all times to come, comaituled a decisive 
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.advance on Ihe road to responsible government in India. And 
Morley, far from demurring even sot/a race to Minto's wholly 
negative gloss on the scheme of reforms he had partly fathered, 
chimed in with His Majesty's Government's "cordial concurrence" 
with His Excellency's "disclaimer'· that the administration over 
which he presides were "advocates of representative government 
for India in the western sense of the term" which, in their 
judgement, '·could never be akin to the instincts of many races 
comprising the population of the Indian Empire ... :' 

This was a statement of the obvious. Not, however, about the 
supposed "instincts of many races comprising the population of 
the Indian Empire'". but the tfue nature and worth of the "re
forms'· that were being offered to India. As the authors of the 
Montagu.Chelmsford Report, a successor to Morlcy"s despatch, 
\",ere to put it ten years later, "Excessive claims were made for 
them [t1mt i:;, the package labelled Morley·Minto Reforms] in 
the enthusiasm of the moment. ... These sanguine expectations 
were short~lived.'· H is surprising, in fact, that there were any 
sanguine expectations at all. True, in the Indian Councils Act 
passed in February 1909 replacing Lord Cross' Act of 1892. by 
mathematical juggling the "elected" component of the Councils, 
both at the Centre and in Provinces, was increased. In the Pro
vincial Councils "elecled" members formed a majority. In the 
Imperial Legislative Council they remained a minority, though 
.a bigger onc. 

But the numbers game whether at the Centre or in Provinces 
was largely fraudulent. For neither the ·'elected" majority in the 
Provincial Councils nor the reinforced minority at the Centre 
were vested with any power. They exercised ntl control over the 
executive and none over finance. They could not legislate any 
important measure, ab:iolute power of veto being vesled in the 
Provincial Govcrnors and in the Govcrnor~General and Viceroy 
at the Centre. They could not evcn dream of voting the adminis~ 
tration out of office. All they could do was to criticise. J'or all 
practical purposes, they wcre to be political castrati and this. was 
often rubbed in with brutal candour, 

Even from the viewpoint of the British Government, as intelli
gent historians oftlle Raj were later to acknowledge, this was not, 
perhaps, good sellSc. "TIle Government," E.J. Thompson and 
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GT. Garratt have remarked, "had thus organised itself a perp('~ 
tual opposition. with no function except to criticise, no chance 
ever of taking office. and no real responsibility to the rather 
vague electorate which they were supposed (0 represent.-' It was 
H system ideally calculated to generate a reflex of negation among 
the political "elite" which has proved hard to outgrow and which 
could not but make it enormously difficult to develop healthy 
democratic norms and traditions in the future. It is important 
to stress this becaU!ie it has been argued thal the Minto-Morley 
Refomls had "some educatiOl,al value in a country where little 
was known of the machinery of democratic government:' At 
least neither Minto nor Morley madc this spurious claim and 
were frank enough to go on record that the last thillg they intend
ed was for their scheme to serve as a training course for a parlia
mentary system in any real sense of the term for Indians. 

The denial of even rudimentary power and ri..-sponsibility 
to the Legislative Councils-their members. were for the most 
part elected indireclly and where provision was made for direct 
election it was in order to entrench the interests of certain specific 
economic and confessional groups and thai, too. on the bas.is of 
extremely restricted franchise-wa .. (0 br expected, The bureau
cratic despotism was not going to part with any of its power just 
for the asking. But this was by no means the worst feature of 
the Morley-Minto scheme. ft had a far more sinister device 
built into it witll infinite potential for evil. For the tirs.t time a 
kind of electoral apartheid was introduced by establishing sepa~ 
rate electorate for the Muslim community in India which C0n~ 
stituted roughly twenty-five per cent of the populati(ln of the 
undivided India. The os.tensible purpose was to safegunrd 
their interests against the possibility of being swamped by the 
majority. But what it inevitably did was to plant in the very 
llcart of Indian polity a morbid and pathological culture which, 
given the historical context, was to spread and grow and ultima
tely corrode and poison the whole body-politic with lethal con~ 

sequences in the nol too distant future. 
There was no doubt a real problem for which a rational ~o!u· 

tion had to be found. The minorities. in fndia, like minorities 
anywhere, whether ethnic or religious, entertained the fear that 
any system hased on the counting of heads would place them at a 
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disadvantage. This was particularly the case with the Mu~lim'i 
who were not so much a minority as a Illajor element of lhe 
body.sodal. A significant sccUon of their leadership. again OWIng 

to complC'.x reasons, both historical and psychnlogical. felt that 
in the absellce of eHective safeguards. the cducatitmal, economic 
and other disp;lritic'i between them and the majority community 
\vould tend to il1crease ruther than diminish. Ami for the good 
reason that the emergent Hindu middle class had been far les~ 
inhibited in adjusting itself to the new economic order which 
British rule had been instrumental in ushering in and was thus 
far betler equipped to proAl from the opportunities, however 
limited and subordinate to British interests, which it offered. 

This feeling. and the reflex.ive mistruM Ilnd rivalry to wl1kh 
it gave rise between the majority and minorities in general. but 
espccitllly the Muslims, was not, of course. (lHtilely a British 
creation. As H.Y. Hodson writes in his The Grear DMile. "ft 
is 110t possible to divide and rule unless the ruled are ready to be 
divided. The British may have used the Hindu-Muslim rivalry 
for their own advantage, but they did not invent it. They did 
not write the annals ofrndian history .... They were realists, and if 
they did use India's divisions for their advantage. the division'5 
themselves were already real." This is a fair point. But he i~ 

less convincing in his mild apologia of the system of separate 
ele<:torate which was the dubious girt to India l)f the authors of 
the Morley-Minto "Reforms" and which in his words "rcmain
ed an integral part of the constitution of India right up to the 
traw;ti;r of power." The system, he argues, has "to be judged in 
terms of the actual facts at the time at which they were applied. 
The position of the Muslim minority being as it was, and the re· 
lali(}11~hips of the chief c(lmmunities being as they were. to C'iitab· 
lish separate cltttorate-s. appeared as lleels~ary as it was logical, jf 
the pattern of Indian lire was to be truly represented in the counsels 
of government. and justice was to be done to the underdog 
in. tile tangle of class and caste and religion in fndia." 

That docs 110t fullow. Surely. there wert other ways of doing: 
justk·c to the underdog-and, incidentally, the underdog newr 
gol <l vote at all till after indcpendence-than through polilic.aJ 
and clectoral apartheid which separate confessioll.al electorate 
amounted to. 'Gokhale, for instance, who among the Congres~ 
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leaders of the day was the least tainted with any confessional 
bias, was most anxious that justice should be done and seen to be 
done to the minorities-particularly the Muslims. In his memo
randum to Morley he had made an interesting proposaL "1 
think:' he had suggested. "the most reasonable plan is first to 
throw open a Substa!ltJaJ minimum or scats to elections on a 
territorial basis, in which all qualified to vole should hIke part 
without distinction of race Of creed. And then supplementary 
elections should be held for minorities which numerically 0.£ 

otherwise arc important enough to need spedal representation, 
and these should be confined to members ofibe minolities only." 

Gokhalc, indeed. was So anxious that no section of the popu
lation of India shoulu "feel any real or reasonable grievance" 
that he insisted that "it will not do to be guided in this matter by 
a strict rcgard for numbers only; for il may be necessary at 
times to give special representation to a minority so small as not 
to be entitled even to a single member on a strict numerical basis." 
He seemed pretty confident tbat if his ideas were implemented, the 
Muslim community would not feel any need for "dependence 
upon Government nominations" because he believed, optimis
tically enough, that "their interests are generally so fur identical 
Witil ours that they are bound before long to come and range 
themselves on our side." 

He may have been oversanguine in this regard. His proposal 
for a dual system of constituencies, one open to all and eVeryone 
-on a territorial basis, and the other restricted to the various mino
rities only. may well have failed. But this cannot be either pro
ved or disproved. It was never given a trial, or even seriously 
considered by Morley Who, like Minto, was not a.verse to using 
Gokhale for his own ends. However, quite apart from Gokhale's 
proposal and its practicality or otherwise, it is hard to believe 
that the constitutional experts in and around Whitehall, to say 
nothing of the great academic institutions in the North Sea 
Island, who like nothing better than inventing all manner of 
{,;onstitutional games and models~and did so and often tested 
them on ground in Britain's vast im.perial possessions, and espec
daily ilt India which served as a living laboratory or continental 
dimensions--<ould not have come up with something different 
and less potentially evil system than electorate based on 
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confessional allegiances. It was obvious that M1Ch a sy~tcm 
carried with.in it the germ of untold mischief. 

There is little doubt that when opting for it the experts who 
dmfted the: M(lrley-Minto scheme were fully aware of what they 
were doing. KV. Hodson admits as much even if in an under
statement. Acknowledging that there is "some force in the Indian 
criticism that separate electorate was riveted upon India in 
pursuit of a 'divide and nde' policy", Ile observes: "And undoub
tedly ulterior motives reinforced the honest belief of British 
Viceroys and Secretaries of State that by giving the minorities. 
especially the Muslims, separate electorates they were doingjuslice 
and a.ssuring fair play in the conditions of fndia. At the time of 
the Minto-Morley refonn~. and later up to the end, the Muslims 
were regarded and from time to time employed as a counterpoise 
to the Hindu nllljority, and the Muslims' resistance to majority 
rule as a counterpoise to the swelling dem..'l.nd for democratic 
self-government." 

That, indeed, is the essential truth of the mutter. There Wcre 
other ways of ensu.ring fair play and justice for the minorities. 
including the Muslims, than setting up watertight confessional 
electoral compartments, Nor is there any evidence of British being 
so concerned about being just and fuir to Mu)lims in other pans 
of the world. The reason for the British Government's excessive 
concern for the interests of Muslims in India was obvious enough. 
From Clive onwards the builders of British power had played 
upon the differences of Cd-ste and creed among the various seg
orents of the [ndian population as one of the most effective ways 
open to them to maintain and extend British paramountcy in 
India. 

At the close of Ihe 19th century, after the foundatitm of the 
Congrcss when it SOl'll1 became apparent to thc Britis.h authorities 
that it was tending to become lIte focUS of a new secular senSe of 
national political solidarity, the MU!;lim card began to be used 
increasingly and systematically to trump the Congress demands 
for changes in the machinery of governance of the country to 
bring it into line wilh some democratic norms. The role of Theo
dore Beck, Principal or the M,A,O. C"l!cge, Aligarh, ill selling 
the idea ora Muslim-British alJiance 10 the founder of the College 
and the Aligarh Movement, Sir SYL>d Ahnmd Khan, who was by 
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110 means either a Mu~lim "fundamentalist" or anti~Hinduand 
was actually well"qualified to lead the movement of liberal Re
formation in Indian Islam as Rummohun Roy had done half a 
century earlier in Hinduism, is well known. It ""W, no accident 
thal when in 1893 the Mohammedan Defence Association of 
India wa~ established, Beck became one of its Secretaries. 

However, it was during the first decade of the prc!ient century, 
Rnd after the grOl.md had been well prepared. that the decisive 
step was taken to make the communal divide an integral part of 
the political structures. In this the role of Minto was crucial. 
Contrary to the view prevailing among Congress leaders, includ
ing Gokhalc, who had heaved an audible sigh of rcHef when 
CUflon had resigned and was replaced by Minto, that he was at 
least mildly sympathetic or Jess ho.~tile to the Ctmgress. Minto 
was as implacably opposed to the Congress as Curzon. If any
thing, his hostility to it and what it stood for was mme intract
able than Curzon's be<:ause it was less open and morc insidious. 
Curzon had de~cribed his Sl!Cccs.~or, with m.ore than an under
tone of (:ontempt, as "a gentleman who only jumps hedges"-
an alllL<iion to Minto's equestrian skills and exploits which had 
earned him the nickname of "Mr. Rolly" in racing circles. Un
fortunately for India and the Congress. Minto could not only 
jump hedges. but was quite an expert at setling them up--alld 
not only on the turf. 

At any rate, from the very start he busied himself with lay
ing deadly political booby-traps for the Congress while disingen
uously acknowledging the need lor "recognizing" it and being 
"friends" with it. "r am afraid," he wrote (0 Morley on May 
28. 1906, "there is much that is absolutely disloyal in the move
ment and that there is danger for the future." He was determin
ed to create countervailing forces to contain and neutlulize it. 
"I have been thinking a good deal lately," he wrote in the f>3IDe 

despatch, "of a possible counterpoise to Congress. I think we 
may find a solution in the Council of Princes, or in an elabora
tioll of that idea; a Privy Council not only of Native Rulers, 
but of a few other big men to meet say once a yenr for a week or 
a fortnight at Delhi for instance. Subjects for discussion and 
procedure would have to be very carefully thought out, but we 
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should get different ideas from thos~ of Congress, em:mating 
trom men already possessing great interest in good government." 

Presumably Morley did not rise to tllis bright idea, though it 
was not wilhout a tomorrow. Meanwhile Minto did not neglect 
to pursue the more familiar and rime-tested strategy of trying to 
mobilize the Muslim community as the ally of the Raj. In Octo
ber of the same year in whkh Minto had the brnin-wave about 
staging a show of the "Native Rulers" as a counter-attraction to 
!he annual Congress ses:.ions, there was the "historic" affair 
of a Muslim deleg.1.tion being received by Minto at the Viceregal 
Lodge at Simla. It consisted of "about seventy delegates from 
all parts of India" and was headed by no less a person than the 
Aga Khan who, a<; Jawaharlal Nehru once wrote, managed 
to reconcile in his versatHe personality "Newmarket and Mecca", 
and must therefore have been very much a man after Minto's own 
heart. Lady Minto in her Journal for October r. 1906, was to 
write about "the ceremony .. .in the Ball-room" which she "and 
the girls" had witnessed: "Tltis has been a very eventful day; as 
someone said to me 'an epoch in Indian history' .... In the after~ 
noon a tea~party was given for the Delegation in the gardens of 
the Vicereg-.tl Lodge .... Touching to hC"4f their appreciation of 
the sympathy and understanding shown them." Even more 
toueh.ing was the letter received from an official the same evening. 
"I must send Your Excellency a line tt) say," hewrote,"that a 
very, very big thing has happened today·-a work of statesman~ 
ship that will affect India and Indian hislory for many a long 
year. It is nothing less than the pulling back of sixty-two millions 
of people [meaning the Muslims of India) from joining the ranks 
.of seditious opposition [meaning the Congress]." 

The anonymous oftlcial was right, of course, though it must 
always be open to question whether the institutionaUsing of 
the confessional divide at the very heart of the political structures 
can properly qualify as "a work of statesmanship." Lady Minto 
herself was rather impressed by the show :.he witnessed and is on 
record as having exclaimed: "Quite a Command Performance!" 
What exactly she meant we shall never koow though Iudians 
at the time----and since~ -took her words literally. H.V. Hodson, 
on the other hand, believes tItis to be a misunderstanding 0:1 
their part which "gave rise to one of the undying myths of Indian 
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politics." "To an English reader," be argues, "the allusion was 
to the presence of everybody who was somebody, in their finest 
garments and regalia, as at a Royal Command PerfomlaTIce 
at the opera; but to indians unfamiliar with English social cus
tom and idiom the phrase was taken to imply that the delegation 
was perfomung by command-a set of puppets summoned and 
animated to justify a policy already determined in the Govern
ment's own interest. The myth became part of the inevitable 
stock·in-trade of Indian opponents of communal representation." 

He may well be right though he seems to underestimate 
Indian familiarity with the English idiom and social custom,. 
both "U" and "non-U", Opposing mythologies are likely to
remain with us, but there is historical evidence that even if it 
was not actually a "Command Performance", it was a show 
scripted and staged by mutual arrangement. Members of the 
delegation were carefully picked and well~rehearsed. They had 
received their cues from their Britisll impresarios, especially 
Archibold. Beck's successor as Principal of M.A.O. College. 
Aligarh----an archetypal denominational educational institution 
which, especially after the death of its founder, Sir Sycd Ahmad 
Khan. was used systematically by the British as a breeding ground 
for Muslim confessionaHsm and political separatism. For long 
before the C.tA. was heard of and had tbe bright idea of enlist
ing the services of amenable academics to destabilize tbe minds 
of impressionable youth of the emergent nations in the post
colonial period, the British had pelfected this technique to a 
fine art for their own imperial ends, Like Beck, Archibald seems 
to have been part of the British para-intelligence a.pparatus in 
India. He not only served as the go-between who arranged an 
appointment with Minto for the Muslim deputation, but actually 
insisted on laying down the lines on which his Muslim ctients 
should present their case for special favours : 

Colonel Dunlop Smith, Private Secretary of His Excel
lency the Viceroy, informs me that His Ex.cellency is agree-
able to receive the Muslim deputation. He advises that a 
fotntal letter requesting permission to wail on His Ex.cel
lency be sent to him. In this connection I would like to 
make a few suggestions. The formal Jetler should be scnt 
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with the signdtures of some representative Mussulman$. 
The deputation should consist of the representatives of all 
the provinces. The third point to be considered is the text of 
the address. 1 would here suggest that we begin with a solemn 
expression 01 loyalty. The Go .... ernment decision to take 
a !-Itep in the direction of loaM-government should be appre
ciated. But our apprehension should be expressed that 
the principle of election, jf introduced, would prove detri
mental to the interests of the Muslim minority. It should 
respectfully be suggested that nomination or represcota
tion by religion be iotrOlluced to meet Muslim opinion. 
We should also say. lh,11 in a counlry like Tndia due w<:ight 
must be given In the views of zamindars [landlholdcrs] .... 
But in all these views 1 must be in the background. They 
must come from you .... l cao prepare for you the draft of 
the address or revise it. Tf it is prepared in Bombay I 
can go through it as, you are aware. 1 know how to phrase 
these Ihings in proper language. Please remember that if we 
want to organise a powerful movement in the short time 
at our disposal, we must expedite matters. 

The drift of Archibold's instructions could not have presen
ted any difficulty of English idiom or social custom to th\)$C to 
whom they were addressed or anybody clsc. As he claimed with 
becoming modesty, "I know how to phrase these things in proper 
language." And it would be naive to suppose that in assum
ing the role of the unmoved mover behind the scenes, he was 
acting entirely off his own bat and withom clearance. and even 
encouragement from higher authority in Calcutta and V{hile
hall. At any rute, Morley appears to have been highly pleased 
with the whole transaction and wrote to Minto on Oc{l~ber 26; 
"All that you tcll me of your Mohommedan.is full ofintercst, and 
r only regret that I could not have moved about unseen at your 
garden party. The whole thing has been as good as it could be. 
and it stamps your position and personal autholity deci:;ivc\y. 
Among other good effects ... is this, that it has completely deran
ged the plans and t~\ctics. of the crilical faction here, that is to 
say it has prevented thent front any longer representing the Indian 
Government as the ordinary case of a bureaucracy versus the 



162 INDlAN NATIONAL CONGRESS 

people. I hope that even my stoutest Radie-d.! friends will now 
see that the problem is not quite so simple as this." 

It certainly wasn't, But by conjuring up and then entrcnch~ 
jng the virus of a confes:;ionnl vested interest in the political 
lO)rstem. the problem .... as made almost insoluble except through 
an eventual amputation. Two months later, in December 1906, 
another inevitable and fateful, some might say fatal, step wqs 

taken. The All-India Muslim League was set up under the pre
sidency of tlle Aga Kh;:ln whose talents as a broker and fixer 
in their dealings with the Muslims in India-and not only India
the British were discovering and increasingly to utilize. The 
League. no doubt. was to have a chequered political evolution 
and even pass through a phase of radicalism after a fashion under 
tlle leadersllip of the younger Jinnah and other Muslim Liberals. 
But it was rarely to depart from the tablet handed to it from 
on high at the very moment of its birth which laid down that it 
was "to support, wherever possible, all measures emanating 
from the Govemmcllt, to protect the cause and advance the in
terests of our co-religionists throughout the country to counter
act the growing influence of the Indian National Congress, 
which has a tendency to misinterpret and subvert British Rule 
ill India, or which might lead to that deplorable situation, and 
to enable our youngmen of education, who for warn of such an 
association have joined the Congress to fmd scope, accQrding to 
their labours and ability, for public life .... " 

"So, for good or ill", writes RV. Hodson nicely, "the die 
was cast." It was. But it could hardly be for good ... , 



CHAPTER VI 

A PYRRHIC VICTORY 

The British, it has. g.ot to be admitted, were under no obli· 
gation of any sort to reduce Ihedivisive strains in India's body
social and politic. or to encourage forces which were trying to 
reinforce the sense of nationhood as the necessary condition 
for the building of a secular and modern polity. Indeed, from 
the narrow standpoint of imperialist realpolitik, it obviously 
suited them to exacerbate sectarian len~ions in pursuit of their 
strategy of dil'ide et imperil. The temptation for them to resort 
to political scissors and cuI up and segment rnJia along commu
nallines instead of llsing the needle, to recall a metaphor invoked 
by the medieval Muslim mystic. Baba' Farid. was too strong to 
be resisted. Nor did they resist it even though by yieldillg to it 
they largely undid wJ1<11 might otherwise and historically have 
been a major item or. the credit side of their rule in India-the 
creation of a physical and administrative framework more ela~ 

borate and resilient than any previous ~ystem of governance or 
regime had attempted, much less achieved. There were all along 
some clairvoyant spirits in British public life who were aware of 
the perverse paradox that was beillg enacted in Indi<t and claim
ed us an act of statesmanship. But they were regarded as cranks 
if not subversive: and their voices could make little impact over 
the din of impel ialist bombast being intoned by the dominant 
school of thought in the British establishment. 

However, while one <.:ould not expect the British Govern~ 
mellt to concern itself overm uch whether its acts of policy weak~ 

cned (lr strengthened the Ullity of India, the Congress, as the cus
todian of long~term interests of the Indian people, was under an. 
llnperativc obligation to sound the tocsin about the danger in
herent in the introduction of separate electorate and reject any 
.constitutional scheme of which they were made an integral part. 
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Can it be said that it did so? The answer. unfortunately. has (0 

be not sufficiently clearly, and not in lime. True. at its Twenty· 
fourth session held in BradJaugh Hall at Lahore on December 
27, 1909, Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya in his presidential 
address spoke of "a wall of separation" whit:h the Regulation..'> 
setting up sepurate electorate for the Muslims would create. 
"The Regula,ions:' he lamented. ''ror the filst time in the his
tory of British rule have recognised religion as a basis of repre· 
sentation, and have thus raised a \valJ of separation between the 
Mahommedan and non-Mahommedan ~ubjccts of His Majesty 
which it \vill take years of earnc~H clTor!s to demolish:' But in 
hindsight the argument he malshalled against the Regulations. 
which were to provide the essential nuts and bolts of the MorJe)
Minto Reforms seems to trail douds of .onfusion and even a 
certain self-stultifying dualism. 

Thus, on the one hand. he rightly s.tressed the insidious re
gressive thrust of the Regulations which the Madras Congress, 
the previous year, had naively hoJX-.d would be concei\'ed in a 
"liberal spirit". "They have," he ruefully poimed out. "also practi
cally undone, faT the time being at any rate, the lesults of the 
earnest agitation of a quarter of a century to secure an effective 
voice Lo the elected representatives of the people in the govern
ment of theil country." What is more, he criticised utem for lay
il18 down "unnecessarily narrow an.d arbitrary res.trictions on 
the choke of electors." Tnls was perfectly true and wholly ill. 
accord with the principles which the Congless had made ils 
own. Unfortunately, however, there was also another strand in 
his argument which was rather flaweU. even fatally so. 

This became manifest in the line along which he developed 
J1is critique of separate electorate. It was a vicious device to set 
up a focus of morbidity at the vcry heaft of democratic polity 
itl India. They deserved to he rejected on principle. But Mala
viya's condemnation of thtm fell far short of rejection and, what 
was worse. betrayed more tJmn an undertone of mistrust of tutd 
niggardliness towards the minoritjes~{tnd especially the Mus
lims. "We find." he complained, "that the Regulations have 
been vili.iled by the disproportionate representation which they 
have secured to the Mahommedans ... and the small room for 
representation which they have left for the educated classes; also 
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by the fact tllat they have made an invidious and irritating disR 
linction between Moslem and non·Mo<;lcm subjects of His 
M~ksty, both in the matter of the protection of minorities and 
of the franchise .... " 

Nothing was better designed to play into the Jlands of British 
imperialism and strengthen the marriage of convenience between 
it and the Muslim vesled interests than this line of critique of 
communal electorate. Jt made his plea for unity and e:l:pression 
of hope that "under tJle guidance of a benign Providence feel· 
jug" of patriotism and brotherliness will continue to increase 
among Hindus, Mahommedans, Christians and Parsis. until 
they shall flow like smooth but mighty river welding the people 
of aU communities into a great and united nation, which shall 
realise a glorious future for India and secure to it, a place of 
honour among the nations of the world", sound like all empty 
piety jf not an exercise in insincerity and double·talk, 

It is surprising thttl Madan Mohan Malaviya, a mature poli. 
tician nearing fifty, seemed (0 be unaware tllat his rather iU·bred 
.harping on .how the majority community was being wrongly 
done by while the Muslim minority was getting away with all 
the plums under the Regulations drawn up to govern the func
tioning of the India Councils Act of 1909 was liable to jar on the 
susccptibillties of his Muslim audience. H certainly speaks much 
for tbe tolerant spirit and liberality of mind of the Muslim delcR 
gates at UradJaugh HaU, Lahore, that there was not even a mur
mur of dissent, much less protest, from them at the way in which 
Malaviya was dealing with the delicate and sensitive issue of 
separate electorate. TJlis would not have mattered much if the 
views and the sentiment behind the views which he expressed 
represented his perr.onal views and sentiment even lhough voic
ed from the presidential chair which he was occupying, as it 
l1uppened,/aure de mieux. The brief period of his radical enthu
siasm already lay well beJlind him and the descent down the slip
pery slope of Hindu conservatism had begun. This was over the 
next twenty years to make him increasingly take his distance from 
tIle Congress policies so that Dr. Pattabhi Sitaramayya was nicely 
to sum lip bis position bysaying in his pen portrait or bim that "as 
a Congressman he is conservative and often times leads the rear." 

Unfortunately, JlOwever" the aTgument~ that Jle deployed in 
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his presidential address were translated into II substantive nsolu
tion of the Lahore Congress. Number four on the order paper. 
it was moved by Surendr:malh Baneljea \vho said that "it is no 
exaggeration to say that the Rules and ReguiarioJl5 ]lave pracli
caBy wrecked the Reform scheme as originally conceh-ed." 
This was true, but the Congress resolution on the issue set the 
wrong tone by condemnil"g the electoral apartheid along confes
sional lines for the wrong reasons: 

111al this Congress whilt' gratefully appreciating the earnest 
and arduous endeavours of lord Morley and Lord Minto 
in extending to the people of this country a fairly liberal 
measure of constitutional reforms, as now embodied in 
the rndia Councils' Act of 1909, deems it its duty to place 
on record its strong sense of disapproval of the creation of 
separate electorates on the basis of religion and regrets 
that the Regulations framed under the Act have not been 
rramed in the same liberal spirit in which Lord Morley's 
despatch of the last year was conceived. In particulat the 
Regulations have caused widespread dissatisfaction 
throughout the country by reason of: 

(a) the excessive and unfairly preponderantshareofrepresen
tat ion given to the followers of one particular religion; 

(b) the unjust, invidious and humiliating distinctions made 
between Muslim and non-Mu!i-lim subj<x:ts of His 
Majesty in the matter of the electorates, the flanchise, 
and til' qualificatiol1s of candidates; 

(c) the wide, arbitrary and unreasonable disqualification 
and restrictions for candidates. seeking election to 
the Councils.; 

(d) Ihe general distrust of the educated classes. that runs 
through the whole course: of lit" Regulations; and 

(e) the unsatisfactory composition of the nOll-official 
majorities. in tlte Provincial Councils, rendering them 
ineffective and unreal for all practical purposes. 

And this Congress earnestly requests the Government so to 
revise the Regulations, as soon as the present elections 
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are over, a~ to remove the~e objectionable features. and 
bring them into harmony \vith the spirit of the Royal 
Message anJ the Sc,;retary l,r State's despatch or Jast year. 

Many of th.~ objections raised by the COltgress against the 
illiberal spirit in which llle Regulations had been framed were 
eminently just altllOugh it could be argued that it 'Was rather 
simple~minded of the Congress leadership to have expected 
otherwise in view or theiT past experience in dealing with Whitc~ 
hall and Calcutta. However, it was a tragic error for those res
ponsible for drafling this crucial resolution to have picked out as 
the principal target of their attack the allegedly "excessive and un~ 
fairly prepon.derar~t sh.arc of represent:uion givcn h) the followers 
of one particular religion"~meanil1g, obviously the Muslims. 
Tnis was a girt to the Brilislt Government ttnd the divisive forces 
in India. F01 it could only have the eff~(:t of accentuating any 
misgivings wlliclt the Muslim community might have entertained. 
rightly or wrongly, regarding the intentions of the majolity 
community once genuinely representative institutions with real 
power were established. 

More than that: it transroTmed~and gratuitously-a. two~ 
sided argument and polemics into a triangular conflict of purpose. 
Hitherto it lUld been in essence an issue between the British 
Govemment and the Indian National Congress. By getting 
obsessed with the mosi-favoured community treatment accorded 
by the British to the Muslims, the Clmgress leadership unwittingly 
made it into a litigation on two fronts-with the British Govern
menl and those who claimed to represent the special interests of 
the Muslim community. At the vcry lCa:>t, it \vas a tactical 
blunder of the first magnitude through which the Congr.:ss 
managed to get itself, if not exactly into a corner, at least on to 
very naTrow and tricky political ground where it had little or no 
room to manoeuvre. It could wel! have avoided this predicament 
by confining itself to a rejcctit1n of the whole concept of separate 
electorate and taking the stand that it was incllmpatible with any 
secular dcmocraLlc norms as, in facl, it seemed to suggest in tlte 
openin.g paragraph of its resolution. That would also have been 
more consistent with its criticism thal the promised non~offidal 
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majorities in tile Provincial Councils were unsatisfactory. Indeed. 
they were no majorities at all. but a snare and a delusion. 

Thus the argument and controversy were allowed to be 
deflected from the solid ground of rational prindple into a 
morass of communal claims and counter~claims from which it 
proved well~nigh impossible for the Congress to extricate itself, 
This distortioll. was compounded by another no less serious. The 
Congress resolution complained that the Regulations guiding the 
Morlcy~Minto schemes reflected "the general distrust of the 
educated classes," So Ihey did. But even more they reflected 
distrust of the Indian people as a wholc whom they denied 
franchise and other elementary democratic rights because they 
were not considcr.:d by the British Government to be Ht for them. 
This ought to have worried the Congress more. By getting hot 
and bothered over the British mistrust of "the educated classes" 
it seemed to lend some substance to the charge of the bureaucratic 
hierarchy that the Corlgress spoke only for a microscopic minority 
as Dufferin had phrased it twenty years earlier, not the Indian 
people as it claimed. 

How was it possible for the Congress leadership which consis
ted of some of the most astute, subtle and even wise politicians 
n01 to see tllese obvious traps 1 There were several reasons for 
this, but it is tempting to suggest that one of the main reasons was 
an unforeseea development on the eve of the Lahore session 
of the Congress. Almost unanimously. Provincial Congress 
Committees had cllOsen Phcrozeshah Mehta as the President, the 
only dissenting voice being that of Bengal which probably 
regarded him too moderate for its taste. However, a fortnight 
befl)te the session was to open, the Chairman of the Reception 
Committee. Lala Harkishen Lal, one of the more liberal-minded 
but ill-starred Punjab Congress ie'lders. received a telegram from 
Mehta saying: "1 deeply regret that O\ving toa combination of un~ 
expected cilcumst,lOces, I am compelled to relinquish the honour," 

He did not specify orevcrl hint at what the unexpected 
combination of circum~tanccs \\cas which had "compelled" him 
to refuse so high an honour. He was ttl remain. s!) it was said at 
the time, "as silent as the Sphinx." Nllf has any light been shed 
on the rcason why by H.P. Mady in his cxcdlent biography of 
Phcrolcshah Mehta. The decision seems to have puzzled him 
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and for once the biographer ventured some criticism of his hero 
by saying: 

A stout and fearless tighter, the act was strangely inconsistent 
with the whole record of his life .... Bul whatever the motiveS 
operating on his mind, it cannot be gainsaid that his decision 
was as unwise as it was unfOltunate. There were trouble and 
unrest in the land .... Not even the Reforms seemed able to 
stem the tide of sedition and anarchy and the repressive 
legislation they brought in their train, In this momentous 
hour of her destiny, ullindia was on tiptoe of expectation as 
to what her great leader had to say on the burning questions 
of the day .... But the lead was never given,and the man best 
fItted to sound the nole of reason and true statesmanship, and 
to inspire the country with his own robust ol'timism and his 
abiding faith in peaceful and ordered progress, with a 
masterful gesture reHeated into the background, and left his 
following wondering and helpless. 

Ho\\'cvel, it is not difficult to guess the reason for Mehta's 
refusal of the Congress crown, There had been a ground swell of 
opiniun in favour of burying the hatchet between the Mode. 
rates and lIle Radicals. Several provincial conferences had 
sought rapprochement between the two factions. As the Bel/galee 
was to argue: "Bengal feels that a sectional Congress is not a 
Nati~m,\1 Congress: and that a sectional Congress has no right to 
speak in the name of the Nation." But Pherozeshah Mehta was 
a hardline constitutionalist, and in answer to a plea for a united 
Congress from Bhupcndranath Basli, he had not minced his 
words. "J cannot help saying," he wrote: 

that there is a great deal of mawkish sentimentality in the 
passionate appealS for union at all cost. For my part, I think 
it is most desirable that each set of distinct convictions should 
have their separate Congress, To jumble them up in one 
body confuses the real understanding of the extent to which 
opinion really tends in one direction or another, and it is not 
possible to make out what are the dimensions of the cleavage 
and difference of opinion existing on any particular question. 
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... For God's sake, let us have done with all inane and slobbery 
whine about unity when there is really nonc. Let each con
sistent body of views and principles have its own Congress 
in an honest and straigh.tforward way. and Jet God, Le., 
trullt and wisdom judge between them. 

Pherozeshah Mehta's obslinale refusal to entertain the idea 
of any compromise or fudging of the issue ill the larger interest 
of unity sounded strange coming from a man who had modelled 
his politics on Brilish Liberalism. It came in for considerable 
criticism. The language or his letter was described as "choice 
epithets of cultured Billingsgate" by one commentator. Even 
the Bel/gale.-, noting its "strong unconciliatory" tone, was 
"constrained to say" that "it was too masterful to suit the demo
cratic temper of those who have been brought up amid the 
traditions of the Congres~", though it softened its disapproving 
comment by adding: "But this is only a mattcr of style about 
which the writer must please himself." 

Besides Pherozeshah Mehta's disinclination to go along with 
those who were in favour of some accommodation with the 
militants-tlte bone of contenliOI being the question of boycott 
wh.ich had won Congress support at least partially at Calcutta 
three years earjier----titere was possibly another reason for his 
declining to preside over tlte Twcnty-fourth Congress session. 
There had been reports in the Press that the "cxtremists" as fhey 
were dubbed by their opponents and "N!ltionalists" as they chose 
to call tbems~lves. intended to turn the Lahore Congress ses!>ion 
into Ha pandemonium" if the President-elect insisted on pro· 
nouncing "ex-cathedra the views expressed in his letter," Mehta 
was a courageous politician and had earned the title of the "Lion 
of Bombay. " Nor did he mind opposition and had often raced it 
squarely in civic politics of the City of Gold. But he held high 
notions of decorum in and civilised conduct of public affairs and 
had strong distaste of bad manners and rowdiness. Having had 
eltperiencc of wlmt muscular Radicals could get up to at Surat, he 
probably had no wish to see a repeat performance of it in Brad
laugh Hall, Lahore, with a Punjabi shoe beingsubslituted for a 
Malmuta one as a handy missile. 

But whatever the reasons for his refusal to come on to the 
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bridge and serve as helmsman at a critical momcl\l in national 
affairs, it was, as H.P. Mody pULS it, ":.t shattering blow" to the 
Congress morale. It was also Lo prove politically most unfortu
naLe, if not disastrous. For although Madan Mohan MalaviYl 
[who was in "the mofussil ... engaged in prof~ssional work" 
and still hardly recovered from "a H;cent illness" when he was 
invited to step into th~ breach at thc last minutc by the 
Congress General Secretary, Dinshaw Wacha] was a seasoned 
Congress leader and much respected, it would not b~ unfair (I) 

say that he did not have tllC same reputation for impartiality and 
dispassionateness ofjudgcment which Pherozeshah. Mehta enjoyed 
-especially on the vcry sensitive question of minorities and their 
rights. A tantalizing doubt must, therefore, remain whether. if 
Mehta had presided over and guided the lahore Congress, the 
fourth resolution would have been phrased in the indelicate way 
it was with little concern for the susceptibility of the Muslim 
community. and, indeed. the "uneduC<tled" populace. Somewhat 
surprisingly, Gokhale did not intervene in the debate on the 
resolution which was initiated by Surendranat11 Banerjea-not at 
his best-and tended to become a repetitious whine over the 
injustice done to the majority community under lhe Regulations. 

Even otherwise it wa<; a melancholy gathering and not a Cong
ress to lemember and look back on with pride. To begin with, 
there was the death of two fonner Presidents to mourn
Lalmohan Ghose and Romesll Chunder Dutt-and that of a 
British friend. Lord Ripon. Annie Besant in her account of the 
session speaks of "a great chill ovea the country." She could have 
added (hat the chill inside Bradlaugh Hall \\as even mOlc acute. 

,The attendance was dismal. leaving plenty of empty chairs in " 
cOllfercnce hall not designed tt) accommodate a mu1titud,~, 

Altogether oilly 243 delegates had turned up-the lowest figur.: 
since the First Congress in Bombay. The largest conlingen1 , 

n.1.turally, came from tile Punjab-76, The next largest group 
cam,;: from U.r.-~64. Bombay was third in the table with 57, 
the biggest number of them being frMl Sind-30. Madns and 
Bengal each mustered 20. The Central Provinces and Berar had 
sent only six. 

These figures reflected a certain ebbing away of the strength 
and influence of the Congrcss since the session at Madras. 
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The Madras session with its apparent air of normalcy and business 
as usual, indeed. had been deceptive and induced among the 
Congress leadersh.ip a mood ot complacency which led them easily 
to assume that all was for the best in the best of all possible 
CongrcssCl>_: that no harm had been done by the Surat split and 
possibly even some good had resulted from it. With TiJak safely 
locked up in Burma and the Congress kept oul of bounds to his 
troublesome followers, they could go through their Toutine of 
eloquent rhetorical exercises undisturbed. Always in the habit of 
lying fallow in between the sessions. they made little attempt to 
tone up the organisation or [0 reinvigorate it. They did not even 
register the stirrings at the grassroots reflected in passionate calls 
for a united Congress from a number of provincial conferences. 
And at Lahore the President in his address seemed to give the 
impression that no special effort was needed to bring together 
those who had parted company although he was distinctly on tlte 
defensive: 

Ever since the unfortunate split at Surat, the Congress has 
come in for a great deal of criticism, both friendly and un
friendly. It is said that there has been a division in the Congress 
camp. It is true, it is sad. We should have been happy jf it 
was not. We hear a great deal of disapproval, of condem
nation, of a "disunited Congress", and a great desire expressed 
for "a united Congress." J ask. gentlemen, how are we u a 
disunited Congress"? Are we not here a united Congress, 
united in our aims and our methods, and in our determination 
to adhere to them 1 ... Have we departed in the smallest degree 
from the lines on which the Congress was started twenty-four 
years ago'? Have we shut out any fellow countryman of ours 
who wishes to work with us on those line" from coming to 
the Congress'll emphatically say, no. 

He went on to defend the creed which the Congress had 
adopted, but insisted that it was "no new creed" but "the creed of 
the Congress from the beginning." And what, as he saw it, was 
the creed of the Congress from the beginning? "The foundation 
of the Congress," he declared without a murmur of protest from 
his bemused audience, "reSIS on loyalty to the British Government. 
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That has always been the basic principle of lhl! Congre~s." 

Not, il seems, loyalty to the Indian pt!opie, but to an alien. 
Government. This was a trav.:sty of the aims of the founding 
fathers of the Congress who, however guarded their language, 
had put commitment to "lhe cause of national progress" as the 
criterion for joining lhe Congress and whidl they fervently hoped 
would f{)rm "the germ of It Native ParH,tment" and not just 
serve as a loyal cheer leader for the Britisll Government, 

L,Her in his address, Malaviya unwittingly contradicted 
Ilimsclf when he quoted the first Article of the Congress Consti· 
tution adopted after the Sural smash-up. It set as the prime 
objective of the Indian National Congress "the attainment, by 
the people of India, of a system of Government similat to that 
enjoyed by the self~goveming members of the British Empire, 
ilnd a parlicipation by them ill the rights and responsibilities of 
the Empire on equal terms with 1Iw)lc members." Certainly, this 
object was to be achieved "by constitutional means. by bringing 
aboul a steady reform of the existing system of administration". 
but also "by promoting nation.al unity, fostering public spirit, and 
developing ilnd organising the intellectual, moral, economical and 
industrial resources of the country." This was dearly somewhat 
more than what the great Pandit visualised as "the foundation 
of the Congress.)' 

Altogether th'J presidential address, for all Madan Mohan 
Malaviya's display of Bralunanical learning, invocations of 
Veda Vyasa and Vasishtha, with occasional quotations of 
edifying hut feeble English verse, was not an inspiring per
formance. It was as tong in word!) as it was short in any dear 

. perspeclive for the Congress movement. Nobody who heard it 
could have come away with his or her heart ablaze witll patriolic 
fervour. On tl\e contrary, critics of the: Congress would have 
found in it plenty of ammunition, especially in tile passages where 
tne Pro:-sidellt dealt with the Regulations altached to tlle packet 
of Reforms and Land Alienation Acts of Ihe Punjab. U.P .. and 
some other Provinces designed to provide tile tillers of the soil 
some protection against the moneylenders. to prove that although 
the Congress claimed to speak for the nation, it really cared only 
for the interests of a SOlail urban elite und, within tha.t elite, 
largely for the majority community only. 
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He could get away with it, partly at any ratc, because the 
mirrorities were very thinly represented .tmong the delegates to 
the Lahore session. The number OJ Muslims. could be counted on 
the fingers of two hands, with some fingers to spare. Although it 
was being held in the capital of the Punjah, there were only three 
or four Sikhs prescnl. Even the more radical among the Mode~ 
rates had apparently chosen to lie low OT play truant from the 
Congress. The session ut Lahore seemed to be haunted by some 
notable absences. 

Among them none other than Lajpat Raj-the first among 
the trinity j(tintly known as Lul-Bal-Pal, the other two 
being Sal Gangltdhar Tilak and Bipin Chandra Pal. A Congress 
session at Lahore without him was almost like HamIel without 
the Prince of DClmlark. Lajpat Rai, as related in an earlier 
chapter, had agonized quite a bit at Surat before deciding to 
come to the rescue of the Moderates by throwing in his weight on 
the moderate side of the scales. This was because Tilak, whom 
he had almost persuaded to waive opposition to the election of 
Dr. Rash Behari Ghose as President. had allowed himselr .. to be 
led by some., .wild spirits" in his party. But he was equally 
unhappy by some \lfthe things done by the Moderates arlCI Sural. 
For instance. he did not approve of their not only adopting: a 
Constitution--of which. incidentally, he approved-but, as he 
explained in his letter to the P1mj(lhf!'! in July 1909, setting a 
"high·handed precedent of fastening: the Constitution on those 
who had no legal hand in framing it. and that too in the name of 
the old organisation." Aline same time he had kept aloof from 
a controversy in which, as he put it, "one cannot definitely take 
sides and wishes well to hoth." 

That was why he had not attended the Congress at Madras, 
having left for England al the end of August 1908. He had 
returned to India···and Lahore-in March 1909. But he was 
against the holding of a Congress session in Labore; indeed, he 
wanted the annual sessions to be suspended fl1r some time. This 
was for a set of complex and even mutually contradictory rea
sons. His biographer Feral: Chand rightly describes him at 
the time as being something of "u Nationalist peg in a Moderate 
hole" and a~ such "a sad misfit." He was also passing through 
one of his periodic moods of what has euphemistically been 
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characterised as "Hindu nationalism"-a theme on whil<h he 
actually addressed the first Hindu Conference held at Lahore 
at the end of October 1909. He had. conveyed to the Congress 
SecretariC5, and through them to Pherozesbah Mehta, that hold
ing the Congress session at Lahore "in dejiam:e of rhe best Hindu 
opinion of the province" would be "unwise and not in the best 
interests of the country, Province and the Congress." In his 
letter to the Punjant1e he also argued, sensibly enough. that it 
would be "an error of tactics" 10 make "the split a 'settled fact'." 
He made it clear that he wanted the Moderates to "retain the 
actual control and management of lhe Congress", but be also 
wished that "the other party [meaning the Radicals] should re
main inside the Congress" and "influence" it "in the way in 
which all strong minorities dt)." 

There was also, perhaps, a subtler reason for his plea that 
the militant minority should be accommodated by the Congress 
and there should be no irrevocable parting of the ways between 
the Modemtes and the militants. "I am emplmtieally of opinion," 
he wrote, "that the extinction of the extreme left wing of the 
Indian National party is a grave menace to the Congress itself. 
The Moderate leaders may discover it when it h too late." The 
implication was clear. The presence of a mdical element within 
the Congress might serve as an inhibiting factor on the British in 
treating. the Congress in too cavalier a fashion, as he thought 
was likely arfer the change of Government in Britain. 

This argument made sense, but not to the dominant section 
of the Congress leadership. Nor was his advice against Jloiding 
the Congress session at Lahore which was less sound and bet
my cd a political schizophrenia that flawcd an otherwise heroic 
spirit, heeded. The session was held as scheduled between 
December 27·29. Lajpat Raj did not attcnd it. It would obvious
ly have created embarrassment for Itim as well as the Congress 
leaders, for many of whom he had high esteem, if he had remain
ed in Lahore and not put in an appearance at Bradlaugh Hall or 
met them socially. To avoid this he went away from. Lahore for 
the duration of the C()ngre~s session. 

He did not miss much. The low-key, if not insipid, presiden
lial address wa:. followed by three days of discussion on some 
two dozen resolutions, many of them hardy annuals, which rarely 
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rose above a pedestrian level and at times was like a replay of 
old gramaphone records. Even the debate on the eighth resolll~ 
lion appealing to the GOVernment of [ndia and the SecretarY 
of State for India, "not to treat the question of the Partition o'f 
Bengal as incapable of reconsideration, but to take the earliest 
opportunity to so modify the said Partition as to keep the enlire 
Bengali-speaking community under one and the same adminis
tration," did not ignite any great spark of enthusiasm of the kind 
that can move mountains. 

The resolution was moved by Bhupendranath Basu who, 
under its terms, was to go to England with Surendranath Baner
jea as "a deputation, to lay the question of the Partition before 
the authorities and the public there." That he felt dee-ply the 
injustice of the Partition of Bengal was clear from the word go. 
"We shaH not rest, the Bengalee, despised though he may be, he 
will not rest, not he," he said, "unti( this question has been tho
roughly threshed oul, until the line which now divides his pro
vince so beloved and dear (0 him, has been shifted .... " And he 
concluded on an even more eloquent and passionate note: 

•. .1 stand like a Neophyte at the altar which you have raised 
for Ihe worship of our mother to plead for a cause which 
to olhers may seem to be lost, to re-vitalize what to others 
may seem a vanished hope. Gentlemelt, so long as the 
Bengali race will last, so long as the blood which flows 
through our veins courses through generations yet un
born, so long as the picture of United India remains on 
our vision, so long as the mighty rivers of my native pro
vince flow on in their majesty and glory to the sea, so long 
as the fields and meadows of Ea:.! Bengal wave ill all their 
verdant glory. our cause \\ill not be lost. So long as the 
inspiriting strains of Bandemataram put new hearts into 
&'Cncralions of Bcngalccs yet to come oLlr cause will not 
be lost. For the moment we may have suffered defeat. For 
the moment the question seems to be settled but, God 
willing. we shall yet turn the defeat inlo victory. God will
ing, we shall yet unsettle that question .... 

In a way, this was quite magnificent. But how was the "settled" 
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question to be unseUied and the defeat turned inio Vic[0ry'! 
The question \\·orried some of the delegates antl especialJy;:l. ccr~ 
lain Parmeshwar Lal from Bihar. HI! p",ed it obliquely. He 
had apparently tried to move an <Intendment to the ;csolution 
jn the Subjects Commitlee and had given notice 10 the President 
of the amendment. He wanted to read il OUt "ill the hope that 
someone" would second it. But he was firmly ruled out of order 
by the President. He bowed to the Presidelll's decision. But 
the point he had made was valid. "I think", he said, ,.[ am voic
ing the opinion of not merely younger men in this country but 
also perhaps of our leaders when l' say that if constitutional 
agitation carried on in the litremlOUS way in which it has been 
carried on in conncctit')n with the Partition fails lhe blame will 
not be on the Indian pe0ple if they cea~e t.(l believe in constitu
tional agitation:' This was. a warning ttl the platform and it 
was coupled with a reminder later in his &peech that "the Purti
tion of Bengal has in a way given birth to the Extremist Party. 
Whethe-r that Party is for the good of India or for evil it is not 
r"r me to say but, Gentlemen. it must be admitted to be one of 
tIle most powerful bodies that perhaps toda.y exists in India," 
A hint, clearly, to the Congress leaders that their sweet reason
ableness was not enough nnd if their plea~ and petitions did nol 
yield positive results. thc Congress might find itself being eclip
sed by the Extrcmists who were prepared 10 do or die. 

The sesf.ion, however, really came tn life during the debate 
on another rcsoluti()n-numbcr nine on the Iist~which dealt 
with something that was happening, 1101 in India, but many 
thousand miles awuY'~-in South Africa. It was a long resolution 
expressing the Congress' "admiration of the intense patriotism, 
coumge and self-sacrifice of the rndian,~ in Ihe Tnmsvaal, Muham
madan and Hindu, Zoroastrian and Christian---who, h~roically 
suffering persecution in the interests of their country, are carry
ing on their peaceful and selness struggle for elementary civil 
rights against heavy and ovenvhelrning odd:;." It also pr(:ssed 
upon the Government of India "the necessity of prohibiting. the 
recruitment of indentured fnd.ian lub()llr fM any portion of the 
South Africa Uni('n, and of dealing with the authorities there
in the same numner in which the latter deal with Indiun interests." 
And it concluded with a protest "against the declaration of 
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rc~ponsible statesmen in favour of allowing the Self·Governing 
Colonies in Ihe Brili,:;h Empire to monopolise vast territories 
for exclusive White settlement. .. while preaching ano enforcing 
the opposite policy of the 0pen door in Ash!." 

Gandhi l1ad adur<.:ssed the Congress session for the first 
time on the suhject at Calcutta in 1901 whell he was ,Ihnost 
unknown. He was not present at Lahore being in the Trans
vaal preparing to IUlHH:h ann!1ler phase of the struggle for the 
rights of Indians and oUler Asiulls. But two of his trusted asso
ciates were attending the Lahore session-C.R. Naidu and H.S.L. 
Polak. Both spoke and PoJak. in particular, made a moving 
speech and told lhern that he was tilcre "to represent even the 
dead" and to remind tllCnl "of [he name of that young: hero 
martyr, Nagappan, who died for the honour of India. 1 am 
here 10 remind you of tlle womCll who in Ole agony and misery 
of uncertainty have given birth to still·bornchildren. These men 
and wonten, compatriotr. of yours, jlavc carried on this struggle 
for freedom with lhe name of India in their he,trls, with the name 
of India on their lips. TJle men have gone to jail again and again 
with a smile on their faces, and the women have sent their hus
bands, brothers and sons to prison gladly, be\;ause they felt that 
fncti;is honour demanded iI. I wish that r could take you 
to Ule Trans.\'uaJ today; I could ~how you scenes in Transvaal 
jails, I could show terrible llardships that could make your 
hearts bleed. I my:.clf have seen many of these things, but I must 
not speak ofwhatl have seen, r could not trust mY'ieJf. ... " 

His words brought a breath of the harsh and searing realities 
of an Empire which for the rno';! part turl1cd a blind eye to them 
when it could not justify them, anu at time~evenconnived at them. 
The resolution had mentioned M.K. Gandhi by name, otTer~ 
ing him and hb "brave associate:;" wannest encouragement. 
It abo called upon "allllldians of whatever race or creed to help 
them unstintedly with funds." Already Rutan Tala had dona~ 
ted Rs. 25,000. Alllid~t scenes of intense enthusiasm. Rs. I S,OOO 
'here collected on the spot, the great Surendranath Banerjea 
going round Wifh hat III lland to collect dOllation", and one 
of the women in the audience, SaraJadevi Chaudhurani 
act cally "pulled off her gold bangle and offered it as her contri
bu lion:' It was. something new in a Congress session and it 
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presaged Ole shape of things to come undc-f Gandhi whum a tele
gram WU5 sent which read: "The Congrl!~s deeply appreciates, 
admires 11croic struggle brethren Tran .. waaJ 1ll1d urge~ continu
ance same. Promises utmost support. Cabling funds." 

The rest was. alltidimax. Evelllhe resolution urging upon the 
Government the repeal of (he old Regulation relating to depor
talion, and praying "that the person.\> who were Jasl year deported 
from Bengal be set at liberty without further detention. or be 
given an opportunity (0 meet the charges. if any, that Illay be 
again';i them. and for which they have beell condc111lled unheard", 
was debated in rather mealy-mouthed terms. The speeches made 
were remarkable for their omissions, and though Lajpat Raj's 
deponation in 1907 was mentioned. there was no rererellee t() 

that of Tilak to Mandalay (where he at least had the leisure to 
work on his quite remarkable if insidiously and at times mani
festly obscurantist Gila RaIJas)'o in the monastic seclusion of 
the Fort where he was held). For the Congress he seemed to have 
become an Orwellian "un-person", However. the Congress it
self on its Lahore showing was in an even greater danger of be
coming, if not defunclive through inanition, vir[ually irrelevant 
to the political destiny of India through excess of c(lution and 
pusillanimity. 

Thin.gs appeared to pick up for it somewhat at ils next ses
sion :II Allahabad. judging by the register of aUendance it was 
able to muster. At Lahore there had been only 243 delegates. 
At Allahabad as many a5 636 turned up Wllleh was u respectable 
medi~1Il figure, though it was streets below the number that 
crowded into the grounds of Lowther Castle in 1888 when Alla
habad Jirst hosted a Congress session-1248~in the teeth of 
the Government's opposition. The larg;;:;,l number, inevitably, 
(;amc (rom U.P., 202. Bombay and Madras were neck to neck-
138 and J21 respectively. More significantly. while at Lahore 
Bengal had only 20 Jeleg'dtes, at Allahabad it had more tmm 
four times as many-85. This was not only hecause Allahabad 
is half the distan~e from Calcutta compared with Lahore. A 
Bellgali will travel to the end;;. of the earth once his p,)lilical in
terest and curiosity arc aroused. The Punjab sellt 27 delegates 
but hardly a Sikh among them. This wa~ hccau~e the upper strata 
or Sik.hs sided with the Raj and the !ess-ravoured ones foun.d 
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the COllJ!;ress too moderate for their taste. BiJlar, by now 3. 

distinct ~nit of the Congress, managed 39. The Central ProM 
vinccs and BeraT, each having establi~hcd its separate idcntit)-. 
had sixteen and eight reprcserualjvc~ each. And Burma, as. 
far as the CfmgrCSs. was concerned, was al1.t)lber country tiJld was 
not represeuted~a proof that whatever other sins it may becharged 
with, it never thought inexpansionist terms and had no territorial 
ambitions beyond the frontiers of the Itldi3n subcontinent. 

Not only was the Allahahad session better attended. but 
there were more Muslims among the delegates, induding M.A. 
Jinnah, Nawab Sadi(j Ali Khan. Hasan rmam. Malhar-u1-Haque 
and Kazi Mohamed Wajeeb. As for the visitors, Annie Besant 
put their number in round figures at 4.000. The increase in the 
number of delegates (lnd visitors was partly due to two factors. 
First, it was no ordinary session. but a great milestone-mark
ing its silver jubilee. This by itself was something of a triumph. 
At the time it was born there were not many even among its 
friends who thought it would survive that long and, as. for ils. 
adversaries. they had periodically dechlfed it to be a terminal 
case. Yet there it was, twenty-five years later. alive and kicking 
and more or less in a piece. TIs leadership, therefore, had made 
a special effort to celebrate the occasion with due pomp and 
circumstance, or at least in a fitting manner. Some pomp 1'md 
circumstance, too, had been provided. As Annie Besant hal> 
recorded. the Congress Pandal or pavilion "was pitched on a 
plot of ground opposite the Fort. and it was quaintly designed 
with twenty-five sides and twenty-live doors. with a piclUre of 
a President over each door." 

It was an occasion on. which atlybody who had actively or 
even passively been associated with the Congress wanted tel be 
in. There was, moreover. another attraction-the President
eJect. Sir William Wedderburn. He had presided over the COIl
gress session once before. That was ;:ll Bombay in 18S9 when 
he WIIS in his early fifties. Since his return to Britain. in Parlia
ment and outside. he had worked indefatigably for Indian self
government. He was one of the leading lights of the committee 
of Indian National Congress in Britain and he had managed 
to keep the journal India going for two decades, orten at his 
own expense. Now in early seventies, he was not in robust 
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health. But he agreed to undertake the five-thous.and miles jour
ney 10 preside over the Congress at Al!ahabad because he b(!
lieved he could be uscful to both Britain :md India at a critical 
momeJlt in thdr relationship and also in the hope of promoting 
under~tnnding between the Congress and the Muslim leader
ship whom the Morley-Minto Reforms. or rather the Regula
tions which governed their implementation, had divided in some 
degree us they were designed 10. Political India was anxious to 
hear what he had to say. Hence. perhaps, the- improved atten
dance. both of delegates and visitors. 

The session lasted four days rrom Dceember 26 to 
29. 1910. It had a heavy agenda to get through. There was a 
King-Emperor's death to mourn~that of Edward VI[ who 
would have had a hearty laugh if he had "een the Congress wor~ 
thies, to most of whom the good thinJ:,TS of life that he relished 
Were anathema. standing up "in reverential silence" to pass the 
condolence resolution. There W'<lS the new K jng-Emperor. 
George V, to be felicitated on his accessiOll to the Throne. There 
had also recently been a proconsular change, Lord Hardinge 
had taken over from Minto as the Viceroy and Governor-Geo
eral or india. He was reputed to be a man of very different tim
ber to either of his two predecessors and who shared some of 
the liberal ideas or Ripnn, The reputation was p]Qbably well
deserved. But, in any case, there seemed to be a rough mathe
matic-al rormula determining the choice of rhe man for the most 
coveted prefennent which the British ruling establishment, 
lhough nominally the Crown, had witnin its power to bestow 
upon one or its own. After every two or three Viceroys who were 
either briefed or temperamentally suited, t{) turning on the 
screw on Indians just to remind them wh{) was the master, a pro-
consul was usually despatched to india who, as it were, repre· 
sented imperialism with a human face and CQuid apply the 
anodyne balm of minor gestures and kind words to the wounds 
inflicted by insoien£ authority. 

Through their fairly extensive contacts in EL1gland-and 
Wedderburn himsell-the Congress leaoers knew that Hard
inge was going to be diHerent and they could eXpl."Ct som~ civility 
from him. They were always willing and anxious to re.}iprocate 
and even initiate propitiatory moves in the hope of evoking a 
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re~pOJl~c. They had been tllillking of presenting Hardinge an 
address (If welcome and the notion had been reinforced by Wed
derburn':; ad\'ice, bolh private and public. In his presidential 
address Which, ill parts. re'dd as if Polonius had composed it, 
he had urged the Congress 10 make "Hope", "Concilialion" 
and "United Effort" their "watchwords"; n01 to "dwelt on mat
ters of controversy. but cultivate a spirit of tolerution"; forget 
differences which for him were only "apparent" and "work 
together in harmony. each C'J.sling into the common treasury his 
own special gins, whether of authority, or of knovl'ledge, or of 
unselfish devotion," Having received, it seemed, assurances 
that there would be no rude shutting of the door in their faces as 
Curlon had done. the Congress in its third resolution on the 
order paper decided to set up a sub-commiUee "to prepare an 
address to be presented to His Excellency in the name of the 
Congress by a deputation headed by the President" and 
consisting of several ex·Presidents. the General Secretaries, and 
leading members of the Congress from all the Provinces"--among 
them Bhupendranalh Basu, T.V. Shesagiri 1yer, M.A. Hnnah, 
Bishan Narayan Dar, Nawab Sadiq Ali, Sycd Hasan [mam .• 
R.N. Mudholkar and Harkishen La!. 

Besides passing these resolutions, sad or joyous, by "acela· 
mation", there was much other business to be transacted in the 
remaining two and half days of the session, the first day bav
ing been taken up by the formalities of the instaUalion of the 
President in his chair, the reading of the address of welcome by 
the Chainuan of the Reception Committee, Pandit Sunder Lal, 
and the address of the President himself, Even excluding the 
first three resolutions and the last six winch were either formal 
or related to organisational matters, including the Constitution 
of the Congress to which amendments were being proposed at 
every session, there were twenty·one substantive resolutions to 
be debated. 

Many of them, it is true. were old IaroiJiar friends. But lhe 
Congress never wearied of chewing the old bones over and over 
again. Some related to neuralgic issues and grievances ot recent 
origin. By now the activities of Gandhi and his associates in. 
South Africa had made it incumbent upon the Congress not to 
forget the plight or Indians in the Colonies and at Allahabad 
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G.A. Nate~an, the pioneer natillnulist publisher of Madras, 
m.oved [he rcsolution on the subject (which had been shifted 
to the fLfth place on the agenda) in a very forceful speech in 
which he rcmind(.'(i them that Indians in South Africa "bravc 
men, pOOl men, bNn of the people ... have slwwna heroi:iffi and 
a fortitude which m.ake the protide.'>! anwngst lIS blush. What 
is it that they are fighting for'! [ consider that they arc fighting 
for tho honour of Tndia." ' 

Equally, since the Partition of Beng.al was still ·'it settled fact", 
tbe issue and the consequential measures of repression and 
coercion c,)Uld nol be forgotten by the Congress. Like King 
Charles' Head, they cropped up in resohttions which were 
debated with pat;sion even if the President who wanted "by
gones to be by-gones" and cheered his fellow Cong.ressmen with 
the distant vision of the "United Stutes of India" albeit "under 
the aegis of the British Empire," according to Annie Besan!, had 
made "far too little of the 'indiscriminate house searchings, 
prosecutions, and other PIOCCSSCS in pursuit of offences'." But 
the main focus of concern, understandably, was the question 
of Reforms and especilllly rhe atlendant Regulations promul
gated the previoth year introducing separate electorate for the 
Muslims. The Congress was deepJy worried at the prospect of 
the extension of this pernicious ~ystem "to municipalities, dis
trict boards or other local bodies." Resolution sixteen which 
strongly dcpre<Odlcd this developm.ent was moved by M.A. 
Jinnah in a very brief speech which was not exactly whole-hear
ted. In fact, he told the Congress fJankly that he was "not pre
pared to make a long spC'C{;"h" on the resolution and "did not 
intend 10 speak at all but in response to the wishes of a great 
many leaders of the Congress" had agreed to move the resolu* 
lion in question, More: he m .... de it "quite clear" that although 
the resolution embodied his views, they were his personal views, 
and he did not represent the Muslim comnumity in the Con~ 
gress nor had he '·any mandate" from it. 

The same hesilancy, even a dcgn. .. e of ambivalence, was 
implied in the :,;pcc:ch of Mazhar-ul-Haque who was singularly 
free from any confessional narrow-nundooness otherwise. He 
did not see any incompatibility between being a rncmber of the 
Muslim League and a member of the Congress at the same lime 
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and believing firmly in the unity of India. Like Jinnah at the 
time, he, too, did not believe in the plinciplc of separate elee· 
torate which he rCg'drdcd as. "unsound", But as a practical man 
of the world he added, "There is such a thing as riding a principle 
to death. To my mimi the question of que"tiolls ... is to bring the 
two communilic~ together in order that they may work shoulder 
to shoulder for the regeneration of our motherland." And now 
that Muslims had been given special electorate for themselves 
in the Imperial .md Local Councils, "it is no use opening up 
old sores, absolutely no use .... 11' you will do it you wilt ruin the 
Cause of India." He wanted them to stop and at the same time 
he wanted to say to the Muslims "to stop where they have gone 
so far and no further." 

Jjnnah and Mazhar-u!-Haque were not being culpable of 
double-talk and double-think when they argued in the way they 
did. They were on the horns of a cruel dilemma. They. per· 
fectly genuinely, dhapprovcd of separate electorate. BUl they 
could not honestly claim to speak for their community among 
which the upper crmt was divided on the hsue and nobody 
quite knew what the main body of the Muslims thought about 
it. For nobody had held any popul:tr c~)I1!iu1tation. Where 
Mazhar-ul·Haque was ill error was in thinking that having in
troduced separate electorate at the level of the Imperial and 
Provincial legislatures, they could call a halt and say thus far 
and no fltrther. One of his Muslim colleagues from Bihar, 
Hasan Imam stressed as much. Recalling the Madras session 
of the Congress in 1908, he observed thut "every thoughtful man 
in the land realised, and justly realised, that lhis pernicious scheme 
would travel down from the chamber of Viccn\y's Council to 
the chamber of the District and Taluk Boards. It was then that 
we considered that our voice ought to be raised against all in· 
stJtutions which might create a divi:.!on between the various 
classes that inhabit this vast land." He went on: 

GenliClllcn, thal apprehension entertained more than a 
year now lms come to be realised in the !~)rm 01' the actual 
proposals being made either in these di"tmclcd provinces 
or other provinces .... This is nOl merely an objection on 

the ground or sentiment. Sentiment accounts for a great 
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deal undoubtedly, but looking at it from a more practical 
p~int of view one ~d.n have no hesitation in declaring that 
the method of separate representation on the local bodies 
will introduce great complications that will subsequently 
go.!t into the home of every Indian, be [he} a Hindu, or 
Mohammedan, Parsi, or Jain, Christian. or Sikh or any~ 
body else ... we do not know where we shall stop .... 

HlS warning was absolutely justified. For India, with the 
bait of paltry reforms, had beeI\ tempted on to an exceedingly 
slippery slope. Unless it could step back from it, headlong 
descent into the abyss was inevitable as in the event it proved 
to be. But the tiberal~minded non~Muslim Congress leaders 
were also impaled on a dilemma which was the mirror image 
of lhe dilemma of their Muslim colleagues. No such dilemma 
wa') fac.:d by men like Madan Mohan Malaviya who wer~ too 
.~pt to identify the particular interests of their community with 
national interests. But leaders like Gokhale and in some degree 
Motilal Nehru were aware that by excessive hue and cry over the 
unfairness to the majority community and undue emphasis on 
tlte need for giving Hindus special weightage in the Provinces 
wh.ere they were in minority would be counterproductive and 
pla-y into the hands of those who wanted the rift between the 
majority community and the minorities to be widened. 

It was a minefield through which one had to tread warily. 
There was some hope that Sir William Wedderburn's media
tory efforts might bear fruit and differences between the Con
gress and the Muslim League might be resolved, He had pJayed 
a leading role in arranging a conciliation conference in Allaha
bad immediately after the Congress session. There was a re~ 
Ference to it in Mazhar~ul·Haquc's speech. "His Highness the 
Aglut Khan,-Iook at his generosity and large·heartedness," he 
said, "has come all the way in a speciallrain from Nagpur [where 
the AII·India Muslim League had held its sessi0n under the 
presidency of Syed Nabi Ullah on December 28] with fifty 
Mohammedan leaders. They ar~ (,.'oming to you, you are not 
going to them. Theirs is the first hand eXlended to you. For 
heaven's sake, in the name of your country, in the name of our 
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motherland, grasp it. and do not reject it. The regeneration of 
your country demands iL .. " 

Tlte Conciliation Conference duly mel on the New Year 
Day 1911. For India in its. issue of January 5 carried a Reuter 
report of it which read: 

The Hindu and Muslim Conciliation Conference in promot
ing which the Aga Khan and Mr. Ameer Ali have taken 
the leading part was opened here {AUahabad]lhis morning 
[January I). and was attended by a large number of jnflll~ 
ential members of both communities. The object of the 
Conference is to concert measures for preventing 
religious conflict between Hindus and Mohammedans, for 
settling standing differences between them. Sir William 
Wedderburn, who was also present, excused himself for 
his rashness in interfering in questions so delicate as were 
those about to be discussed, on the ground that the gravity 
of the tension between Hindus and Mohammedans was a 
serious menace to the progress and prosperity of India. 
The Aga Khan on behalf of the Mohammedans and Saroda 
Charan Mitra, ex-Judge of the Calcutta High Court, on 
behalf of the Hindus, made statements, and a free exchange 
of views followed, at the conclusion of which a representa
tive committee was appointed to discuss differences. 
The Aga Khan in a subsequent interview stated that he 
wa<; gratified with the results of the Conference, and that 
with a little patience and mutual concessions the out
standing problems would be solved. 

Despite tile Aga Khan's Panglossian assessment of one 
of the early attempts at arriving at a common position by the 
representatives of the Congres.s (there were other individuals 
and bodies also reprcsenlcd at the Conference) and the Muslim 
League, the Conference seems to IUlVC ended inconclusively and 
little is on record about the labours of the representative commit
tee that W;,ts liet up. At all events, it was overtaken by momen
tOllS events which had not been foreseen at Allahabad either 
by the Congress leadership or the Muslim leaders who had gone 
there from Nagpur in a special train with the Afa Khan. 
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1t had been decided at. Allahabad that the Tv,cnty-slxth ses
sion of the Congress be held at Calcutta and as usual in the 
Christmas week. At the time CaJculta. was chosen as the v~,nuc 
of the next c..mgress session, there seems to have been nOb\ldy 
a.mong its leaders. not ewn Sir William Wedderburn, who had 
any premonitiml that they were on the "erg;; of attaining onc 
of the objects of their heart's desire~lllc- revocation, or at least 
the modification, of the Partition of Bengal for which they 11ad 
been pressing ever since CurLon imposed it. This is rather sur~ 
prising. For there had been oblique hints that some rethinking 
was going on in Whitehall. All the major personulilies involved 
in the originaJ decision had been trying 10 shuffle off their res· 
ponsibility for it. One (If the Congress delegates at the Lahore 
session of the Congress had been acute enough to note this in his 
speech. Parmeshwar Lal. a delegate from Bihar (though tech~ 
meally listed under Bengal) had said: 

It is said prestige stands in tlte way of the Partition being 
altered. And yet the Parlition of Bengal is a measure the 
author of which it is difficult to find ouL Lord Morley 
told us at the beginning of his Office that it was a bad 
business. Lord CUrlon says that he was not the author of 
it. Mr, Brodrick (now Lord Middleton) says that the blame 
does not lie on his shoulder either. In that case it does 
not seem that the Partition of Bengal owes its autllorship 
to any particular person, and so the question of the prestige 
of that person need not be considered in undoing the 
Partition of BengaL ... 

Yet he did not "'cnture the guess that they were about tu 
wilness a change of heart-Of, at any rate, an act of backtrack
ing~on the part of lhe British Government. This was pr0bubly 
because. like lhe rest of his colleagues, Parmcshwar Lal had 
been inclined to take ttl its face value the repeated hardlinc statl!· 
ments in the Anglo-Indian Press, alnwst cert.tinly impircd by 
the bureaucratic hierarchs in Calcutta .md Provincial capitals, 
that the partition was a "Dead Issue" and that Indians had 
better shut up and lump it. But possibly the deepening crisis: 
in the relationship between the then Big Powers in Europe which 
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might lead to a war also had some inllucncc in hastening a change 
of mind in London to \vin the goodwill of the majority in India. 

Significantly. the announcement of the decision to modify 
the Pal1ition of Bengal was made from the Throne itself-or 
its equivalent. King George V and Queen Mary \verc in India 
for what in history hooks is described as the "Coronation DUI
bar", The function was held in Delhi-to ",ruch the capital 
was to be soon shifted from Calcutta-with much pomp and 
pageantry for which the British h.ave a particular talent. The 
timing and the manller of announcement was finely calculated 
h). and did, make the maximum psychological impact urbi et 
orbi, in India and the world. After tile proclamatiLlll of tile King's 
coronation (which had taken place in the Westminster Abbey 
on June 22). his speech to "the representatives of the Indian 
Government and people". and the reading out of tlte Royal 
favours and boons and other ceremonials. at the close of the 
performance, and as he and the Queen were ahou! to leave the 
bedecked pavilion, he stood lip and said : 

We are pleased to announce to our people that on the 
advice of our ministers and after consultation with our 
Governor~General~in~CouneiJ, we have decided upon the 
transfer of tlte seat of the Government of India, from 
Calcutta to the ancient Capital of Delhi, and simultane
ously as a consequence of that transfer, the creation at as 
early a dale as possible of a Governorship-in~Council for 
the Presidency of Bengal, of a new Lieutenant~Governor~ 
ship~in~Council administering lIle arca.<; of Bihar, Chota 
Nagpur and Orissa, and of a Clue!' Commissionership of 
Assam, with such administrative ch,tnges and redis.tribution 
of boundaries as our Governor~General~in·Councjl, with 
the approval of our Secretary of State for India~in-C()uncil, 
may in due course determine. It is our earnest dl!sire that 
these changes may conduce to the greater prosperity and 
happiness of our beloved people. 

Thus what everybody had been told fillllly was a "settled 
fact" W<lS unsettled as the Congress had been demanding for 
the previous six years, Despite the apparent spontaneity of the 



A !'YItRJIIC VICTORY 

Royal gesture, the move had been very carefully considered 
between Calcutta and London for sometime as the publication 
ot thc despatcttes ext.;hangcd lYo!twccn the Governor-General, 
Lord Haldinge. ant' the Secrelary of State fN India. Lord Cro.!w:;-, 
shO\vcrl. Lord Hardinge it' his despatch \HilLen from Simla on 
August 25 had gone ovel the wider issue of British policy to
w.uds lndia and had vilLuully acknowledged that the Pnrtition 
of Bengal decided during Cllrzon's Viceroyalty had been a mis
take and the Coronation Dllrbar at Delh.i afforded "a unique 
oi.:casioll for rectifying what is regarded by Bengalis as '1 grievous 
wrong"· -a v,iew witlt which Lord Crewe had concurred. The 
fact that the show cost h~dia £1.200,000 at the then prevailing 
pIkes. as Hyndman wa.>; to point out in a letter to the Times 
two days. i:ller, and only "n. bem,mrly £300,000 01 so are pro"id~ 
ed for the education of 224m of people O\'er and above the miser~ 
able amounts now allocated fOE the purpose," was not considered 
of any consequence though the matter was raised in exchanges 
between Kicr Hardie and Edwin Montagu, the Under Secretary 
of St::tte for India. in the Commons according to a repolt in 
india. 

The King-Emperor had given out the glad (idings on Decem
ber 12. The Indian National Congress met at Calcutta for the 
sixth lime exactly a fllrlnight laler. Ramsay MacDonald, who 
was muc·h admired in Congress circles be~lUse of his radical 
views on India expressed ill his book The A1I"ak(,fling of India 
and who had not yet discovered the discreet charms of dinn.ets 
with the Duchesses, had agreed to preside over the Calcuua 
session "if there was no autumn session of Parliament". But 
lItat WU5 not to be. 1n a letter writlclt from 3 Lincoln's fnn. 
Fields. London, on November 30, 1911. he conveyed his regrets 
that he would not be able to anend the Congress session .... "We 
cannot control events." he wrote, "and have to content ourselves 
by tLnding con,solation in bowing to them whet~ they happen:· 
He did not say what events. he had ill. mind with characteristic 
British reticence. But the COIl.gress lelldcrs knew. Tt was the 
death of his wife that had kept him from being the firth in the 
line of distinguished Britons to preside oyer the Congress since 
its inception. 

fnhis place Pandit Bishan Narayan Dar was elected to preside 
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over the session. A Kashmiri like the Nehrus and Saprus, 
he was a Barrisler from Lucknow ami had begun 10 t'lke part in 
the Congress as carly as 1887 wllen he was only 23. TJ1C Piol/eer 
in (hose days a mouthpiece of bureaucracy and Anglo·lndia, 
and laler of the big iandlorils, described 111m as "a staunch and 
irreconcilable CongresSmll1l" a description which ror the PivlI('i!T 
~lnd ils patrons cmrieu deeply pejorative implications. But 
$urendranallt Banerjca who proposed his name ror the presi
dency saw in him a man who was "sober and moderaw in his 
views and in the utterance of these views:' and who was needed 
to guide the Congress in "a new era of peace, of concitiution 
and goodwill" thai he saw dawning. 

Surendranath's description of Bishan Narayan Dal was 
closer to the truth thnn that of the Pioneer. Moderation il\ word 
and thought was reflected ill his. long pre!:>idenlial addres~ which 
was a kind of tour de Iwrbm of the situation in lhe country and 
the state of the nation and problems it f-aced. This had become 
obligatory for Congress pre;;.idcnts each year. But Bishun 
Narayan Dar a1 the outset p;tid a high tribute to Mrs. Mac
Donald who, he ~'lid, "wa~ deeply illterc.~ted in everything that 
concerned the welfare of fndiu·' and whose chapters in her hus
band's book The Awakening of India-he thought it the be::;t 
"antidote" to VaientineChirol's The Indian Unrl!Si---on the position 
of Indian women were characterised by "her b:ecn womanly 
insight into the lite of her Indian sisters and her touching sym
pathy with their lot," 

Dar's address showed him to be a product of Enlighten
ment, both Ea~t('rn and Western, and that composite culture 
which flourished in Lucknow and Allahabad and of which the 
Kashmiri PU11di!s who llad migrated to U,P. so abundantly p<Jr
took and to which they contributed in no small measure. It was 
certainly free of that Mrain of sc.:tariUll partisan'lhip which ran 
through Malaviyu's presidential prOntlUnc~ments at Lahore and 
although a Moderate with a capital M who belicved that "en~ 
thusiaslU and idealism cannot achieve il1lpos::>ibilities" and that 
"human nature is conservative and nationa{ progress i~ slow of 
foot", he was not contemptuous of nor severe on the Radicals, 
whelher in the Congre"s or outside. "I know," he observed, 
"that modera1iort sometimcs mean'> indifference and caution 
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timidity, and I holJ that India needs bold and enthtJ~ia"tic cha
racler,,-not men of pale hopes ul\d middling expectatiol1~, but 
courageous natures, fanatics in the cause of their country; 

Whose breath is agi ta tion, 
and whose life a storm whereon 
they ride. 

"Enthusiasm", he said. "is good,., .and [ for one sympathise 
with those who are called visionnries alld dreamers, for I know 
that in every active and reforming body there is always an extreme 
wing that is not without its uses in great human movements." 
A literate man himself-he e .... en related an example of Madame 
De Stael's wit-he devoted a good part of his speech to Gokhale's 
Elementary Education Bill, "a most modest and cautious 
measure", which was making heavy weather in the Imperial 
Legislature ami meeting opposition "in some respectable English 
journals or. the glOund lhat education would create polilical 
discontent among the masses," And he went on to quote some 
telling statistics, "1t is interesting to observe", he said, "that 
while in the United States of America, the expenditure [on edu
cation} per head of the population is 165, in England an.d Wales 
lOs,. in Japan Is. 2d., and in Russia 7.5d., in india it is barely 
one penny. Anu the resull of this parsimony in education and 
extravagance in the military and othel' departments is that for 
mental backwardness India is a bye-word among the nations of 
the world. It is to remedy this ever-ta-wipe away stain-that 
Mr. Gokhale has brought in his Bill.. . ." 

The ambient mood of the session. inevitably, was of joy un
confine\!. It had opened with the singing of Bandt Ma(aram 
"in chorus by a Ilumber of girls and boys led by Mrs. Sarla Devi." 
The next day the session began at noon with another song-this 
time written by Rabindranath Tagorc who was himself present. 
ThereversaL or rather the modification, of the Partition of Bengal 
was seen by the Congrcs~ as. a major triumph evell though its 
own part ill the struggle again.'it it had been largely one of offering 
moral Support, agitHting constitutiomllly for its annulment. and 
raising the matter whenever and wherever it could in Britain 
through its friends und supporters, As for the more militant 
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fOlms of opposition to panition, it had heen Inclined to frowl~ 
on Ihem. 

But not only its joy was unconfined. So, too. was its gra1i~ 
tude tow<lrds the Government. The first three resolutions were 
couched in a language of unctuous ingratia1ion and thankful
ness which later generations of Congressmen and Congress
women could not but read with a degree of embarrassment. 
The first resolution tendering the Congress' "most loyal homage 
to the Throne and Person of their Imperial Majesties" was put 
from tbe chair and carried uIUlnimously. Three hearty cheers 
for the King~Emperor were given followed by three more for 
his consort And the General Secretary Dinshaw Wacha an
nounced that the President would telegraph to His Maj(sty the 
text of tl1e resolution. 

It might have been thought that this would have sufficed. 
But nol so. The second resolution was nO less fulsome and ex
pressed the "profound gratitude" of the Congress not only to 
KingwEmperor, but the Indian Government and the Secretary 
of State for India. It wa::; moved by Surcndranath Banerjea 
who seemed besides himself and overwhelmed by "the impulse 
of gratitude" which, Jle claimed, had been evoked, "from one 
cpd of the province to the other, in the l1carts of the people of 
Bengal." All because "OUf gracious Sovereign, His Gracious 
Majesty the King·Emperor in the abundance of his beneficence. 
wiHl a statesmanship which is the inalienable heritage of His 
Imperial HOllse, J1<Is righted tJle wrong and has redressed the 
grievance." He did not explain why righting a wrong was an 
act of beneficence. 

But the quality of gratitude of tJle Congress was not ovcr~ 
strained by the first two resolutions. The third resolu1ion was 
informed by the same "sense of gratitude" towards the King_ 
Emperor for what was merely a consequential administrative 
dcci:>ion-"Ihe creation ('If a separate province of Behar and 
Orissa under a Lieutenant-Governor in Council." But the gra
titude had to stop somewhere and il did soon el10ug.h. For rhe 
fourth resolution connected with Ihe less benelkent and gracious 
face of British imperialism and the harsh realities of the Indian 
situation. Hardinge may ha-ve been liberal-minded compared 
with 1115. predecessors, but he had done nothing to dismantle 
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any part of the s.tructure of the police state over which he presid
ed. The resolution "respectfully" repeated. the Congress.' "pro
test against the Seditious Meetings Act Ulld the Press Act:' and 
prayed "that. in view of the loyal enthusiasm evoked by the 
Royal visit, and the oftlcial pronouncements about an Improve
ment in the general situation, these mea~ures.. as well as the Regu
lations authorising deportations wilholll Irial. may now be remo
ved from the Indian Statute Book." 

Another resolution further down the list-number twenty-onc
usiltg the same argument made bold. again "respectfully", to 
submit "that the advent to India of Their Imperial Majesties may 
be signatised by the release of those who are undergoing impri
sonment for purely political offences: such an act will be appre
ciated throughout India, and wil! deepen the feelings of pro
found gratitude and loyally which the Royal visit has evoked." 
The Congress had been encouraged to call ror a gen~ral political 
amnesty by the announcement at the Ddhi Durbnr that senten
ces of l83 political prisoners were to be modified or cancel!ed 
as an act of clemency though Edwill Montagu. when ques
tioned in the Commons at the lime. was unable to say whether 
one of His Imperial Majesty's most important political prisoners 
being held in Mandalay Fort~Bal Gangadhar Tilak-was to 
be among the recipients of the Royal demellcy. The reason ror 
Mon.tagu·s agnosticism was simple: he was playing for time alld 
must have known that there was no intention to stretch tile am~ 
nest)' to include Tilak. He was also prohabJy awan- that the Con
gress would not be unduly worried if' he was 110t let off. At the 
Calcutta session there was no mention of his name during the 
debate <m the resolution appealing for the release of political 
prisoners. He was almost it forgotten man. 

The rest of the busin'!ss transacled at C<t!cutta consisted 
of reiteration of old demands, ranging from spending cuts for 
the Imperial and Provincial Governments to the separation or 
Judicial and Executive functions. New subjects over which the 
Congress had recently begun to show concern were also discus
sed; separate communal electorate was once again deprecated: 
and the last political resolution on the agenda to be passed 
unanimously wa." about the woes of Indians in South Africa and 
the hemic struggle they were putting up under Gandhi's leadership 
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for whom "three hearty and ringing cheers" wen.' raised. 
There was, moreover, an important resolution relating to the 
organisational SITuct!1re and governance of the Congress. The 
Constitution and Rules of the Tndian Nalional Congress, as 
amended by the Sub~Contmittee at Allahabad session of the 
Con&r;ss, were auopted and. afler y.;-ar of mulling over, it had 
at !H~t a more or 165 definitive framewark within which 
to functilm. 

The session ended in the same mood of euphoria induced 
by the Royal announcement Oil the Partition of Bengal as it had 
begun. The dark side of the mO'on was hardly noticed. Even 
the disquieting evidence of fall in the register of attendance 
seemed to be OVerll)nked. At Allahabad. after the poor showing 
at Lahor~, the attendance had dramatically improved. But that 
was pr~)bably due to the fact that Sir William Wedderburn was 
coming all the way from England to preside Ovel it. At Calcutta 
the attendance once again dropped-·to 446 (not a thousand a~ 
Reuter. for once erring on the side of iwerestimathm rather 
than underestimation of support for the Clmgrcss, had repor~ 
ted acc,lrding to IlIIlia). Of these. 148 came from Bengal, 136 
from Madras and 94 fmm U.P. That meant that the rest of 
Tndia had sent only 68. Bombay's quota of 26 was even lower 
than it had contributed to Lahore, possibly because the Presi~ 
deney induded Mahara.<;htra where Tibk was still remembered. 

But the Congress leadership had other things to worry about 
-or would have had if it had been less taken up by acts of obei~ 
sanee to their Imperial Majesties. Dr. Pauabhi Sitaramayya in 
his history of the Congress remalbi: "When it is said that the 
Partition was annulled. let it not be underst(}("ld thaC the status 
quo ante \\"as testored." The STatus quo ante he had in mind was 
the restoration of the oversize administrative unit that existed 
berNe 1905, including Assam. parts of Bihar. Orissa and Chota 
Nagpur. Such a restorminn was neither feasible nor desirable. 
What Bengali opinion JHld been ttgitating for was the rcstom~ 
tion ()( the unity of areu..'; uf old Bengal which had a broad ling
uistic and cultural identity-that is West Md East Bengal. "The 
ann,)UllCement of December 12, 1911. meant the conceding of 
that demand. But at a heavy price though few in the Congress 
realised it at the time or have since. 
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For the Partition of Bengal was one of those complex and 
s.ubtle imperialist manoeuvres fr{lm which the British Govern
ment ~tood to g'tin, heads or tails. The demonstmblc intention 
was tn break or weaken Bengali nationalis<m which provided a 
posilive leaven to Indian nationalism a~ a whole. The consoli
dalklll oj' an Eastern Provin(..'C or Bengali-speaking Muslim 
majority was sl.."Cn as providing a check and countervailing f,lrGe. 
But it was in all probability fore;..cen that the scheme to which 
even a section of opinion w:thin the British bureaucmcy demur
red might not pr0Sper and might haw to b~ jettisoned. The 
calculation cnuld have been that even in that event the whole 
exercise would have generated enough bad blood. or at least 
mi;..trust, between the two communities for the original purpose 
to have been amply servl':d-as indeed turned out to be lh-c case. 

The Congress. and especially the Hindu opinion both with
in it ami outside, had ostentatiously hailed the modiflcation of 
the partition as II triumph. But this could not be said of the 
Muslims-even those who owed their allegiance to the Congress. 
The resolution on the Partition of Bengal at the Calcutta ses..,ion 
was carried unanimously. But there is nothing in the records of 
the session to suggest that any MU:irlim delegate took part in the 
thanksgiving exercise. As for Muslims outside the Congres:o., 
already confused. they were easily persuaded by the more secta
rian leaders among: them to view the ending of the Partition of 
Bengal as a defeat f()r their community and its interests. It would 
be futile t(1 speculate what would have been the course of modern 
I,ndian history if the partition, however. unjust in its motivation 
and arbitrary and even absurd ill jt~ execution by any rational 
criteria of judgemenl. had lx.'C!1 allowlld t() stand. Rut certain 
gnawing questions are bound to remain in the min(b and hearts 
\)f those ttl whom the unity of India. and the finely balanced and 
composite culture that went with it. has not beenju~t a theoreti
cal postulate but a passimlate c()mmitment of the soul. 

For instance, would nor political alignments in what would 
have been the North East Frl)l1ticr Pnwillce of India followed 
the same pattern a'i in its Nnrth West Frontier Province'! The 
latter was given the full provincial status very late in the day and 
then, too, in face of opp()sition from an influential b(ldy oJ Hindu 
opini(m in the undivided Punjab and not only the Punjab. 
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Despite this, however. its Muslim majority resisted almost to the 
end the temptation of a separatist confessional polity and never 
developed that seigc mentality which the Muslim community 
seemed to exhibit in Provinces where it was in a minority and 
which inhibited it flom being drawn into the mainstream of 
Indian nationalism. 

The question is likely to remain unanswered tiJI the end of 
time, But what is beyond question is that the deepening of the 
cleavage between !he two communities which began to manifeH 
itself during the anti-partition movement and led to ~{}me ugly 
blood-letting in Bengal, was carried a ~tage further by the an
nouncement that the partition was to be reversed. The fact that 
this decision was announced simultaneously with the announce
ment of the decis.ion to shift the seat of Government from Cal¥ 
cutta to Delhi (which, surprisingly or, perhaps, not so surpris
ingly, was relished neither by the Bengali Hindu opinion nor the 
British diehard opinion in India or Britain) as a sop to Muslim 
sentiment, did not assuage the feeling of biUerness and sense of 
betrayal among the Muslim community. 

The shock to its self-esteem was all the greater because its 
leadels had allowed themselves. to be beguiled by the flattering 
but misleading pronouncemenH of some of the highly placed 
British officials, like Sil Bampfylde Fuller, who had propounded 
the parable of the two wives and gone on to label the Muslims 
as his "favourite". They were to discover-as others before 
them and since-that British imperialism had no "favourite 
wives" m even mistress.es, but bestowed its favours according 
to what it conceived to be its paramount interests at any given 
moment. The sectarian Muslim leaders were not consoled by 
the decision about the transler of the capital to the old Moghul 
city of Delhi, Delhi. after all, had a history which stretched far 
into antiquity before the dawn of [slam. Nor were they deceived 
by the language of the Government of India's despatch of August 
25 and Lord Crewe's reply to it written on November I which 
conveyed the impression that the Partition of Bengal had b.!en a 
mistake and that the British Goverrunent had come to realise it 
through some inward process of illumination and was setting it 
right voluntarily. They knew only tau well that it wa'i the syste¥ 
malic protest and appeals by the Congless over six year~ combined 



APYRRHIC VICTORY 197 

with s.poradic acts of violence by militant Bengali nationalists. 
which had a psycholugical impact in Britain far beyond any phy· 
sical damage they inflicted as Minto ruefully told Morley, tha.t 
had persuaded the British Government to change its mind. 

The lesson for them was obvious. They must adopt similar 
tactics. It was summed up in the phrase they coined in their 
bitterness: "No bombs, no boons." The Muslim militants in 
India never quite took tl) the cult of the bomb. But the Muslim 
politicians were now convinced that they must strengthen their 
own separate sectarian Of ganisation~. and cling tenaciously to 
the system of separate electorate as their major safeguard. It 
would be beside the point to argue that it was the wrong lesson 
tor which the Muslims of India had to pay dearly in the long 
run. But. then, equally mistaken and delusive was the beHef 
of the Congress which saw the modification of the partition as 
.a famous victory. It was a victory which it-and India-might 
have done weI! without. For it is hard to avoid the conclusion 
that the ending of Partition of Bengal was at least partly respon· 
sible lor sowing the seeds of a much more tragic amputation 
thirty-six years later and on which there could be no going back .... 



CHAPTER VII 

BETWEEN THE ACTS 

The Kingsize bubble of euphoria which the Royal pronounce
ment at the Delhi Durbar, and the announcement of "boons" 
which went with it, had generated was pricked soon enough. 
Early in the new year, indeed within days of the dispersal of 
Calcutta session of the Congress. Lord Crewe took it upon him
self to administer a cold douche to the hopes which were running 
wild in mnny a moderate Congress leader's breast. He furni· 
shed his own gloss on the despatches which had been exchanged 
between the Governor-General and him.<;elf the previous August 
and November and warned that the Scope of promises and pros
pects held out in those documents had been greatly exaggerated. 
His speech, inevitably, caused a W'dve of disenchantment in 
India. especia!Jy amOitg the middle-of-the-road politicians, whe
ther in thc Congrcss or outside it, who had fondly imagined 
that the Kingdom was nigh. 

His understudy, Edwin Montagu, being persuaded for his 
part lhat they needed the support of the Congress Moderates 
to run India without undue coercion in the difficult limes ahead. 
or possibly because he prefened to leave things in a saving 
penumbra of ambiguity, speaking at Cambridge at the end of 
February, tried to mollify Indian opinion and put quite a diffe
rent and encouraging gloss on the ends of British polky in India. 
The goal, he said, "towards which we propose to work, not im~ 
mediately. not in a hurry, but gradually" has "at last, and not 
too soon," been slated by a courageous Viceroy, meaning Hard
inge. This was an opportunity too good for Curzon to miss. 
Fully convinced that he alone understood India and how to run 
it, and nursing his grievance that he had been made to resign 
prematurely and his suCt.'e$sors ha.d undone much of the good 
work he had accomplished, he barged in with his own petulant 
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comment while tackling Lord Crewe on the apparent dissonance 
between the tune the Secretary of State for India was playing and 
his Under Secretary was intoning. And Lord Crewe took ad~ 
vantage of a conveniently timed inteaogatory by Lord Inchcape 
in the House of Lords that summer to <.larify the matter. 

Clarify is not, perhaps, the right term in the contex.t. It would 
be nearer to say mystify. In a statement which revealed an un~ 
suspected philosophic bent tempered by a talent for semantic 
hocus~pocus, the Liberal Marquess first dismissed the whole 
"legend" thut there was any difference "between Mr. Montagu 
and myself, or between the Government of India and myself" 
as "absolutely baseless." He then went on to a. gue that the 
misunderstanding had arisen on the use of the word "goal". 
India llad certainly been put on Ule road to constitutional devel~ 
opmcnt. but it was a road Wllich had no conceivable terminal 
point-no ending: 

There has. as I said, been a second misunderstanding in 
the use of the word "goal" as describing the lines on which 
the Government of India desires to work, mixing, that is 
to say, the road along which the Government of India 
desires to travel with a supposed, a possible, termination 
of that TOad on which an entirely new fonn of Government 
would be found to exist. It cannot have in view what som.e 
Indians describe as "swaraj", and therefore, although it 
wants to advance along a foad 01 including in the Govern~ 
ment of India as m.:1ny Indians as is possible. it does not
and I do not believe it ever will-"peak of a final goal which 
it desires to reach. It has to be borne in mind, as [ men~ 
tioned the last time I touched on this subject, that the 
dream in which some Indians love tt) indulge---and, for 
all I know, some Englishmen too--is a dream of complete 
form of sclf~government for India. witllm the British Em· 
pire. I repeat categorically what I stated last, tllat there 
is nothing whatever in the teachings of history. as far as I 
know them., or in the present condilion of the world, as far 
us I understand them. which makes such a dream ewm 
remotely probable. 
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The meaning of this statement, for all its superb obfusca
tory circumlocution, could hardly have been lost on the Congress 
leadership. But soon they had a shock of very different kind. 
They had believed that with the ending of the Partition of Bengal 
terrorism and what they called "anarchism" would wither away 
on the vine, They were shaken out of their complacency by an 
"outrage" planned and executed hardly seventy-two hours before 
the opening of the Twenty-seventh session of the Congress at 
Bankipore in Bihar, On December 23. 1912, as the Viceroy was 
making his State entry into Delhi riding an elephant with Lady 
Hardinge, and the procession was passing through Chandani 
Chowk, thcn the most fashionable shopping Centre in Delhi, 
a ralher crude home-made bomb was hurled at them from the 
roof of one of the houses, As India reported in its issue of 
D(..'Cember 27, "the back of the howdah WaS shattered, and, of 
the two servants who were in attendance, the one who was hold
ing the State umbrella over the Viceroy was killed, and the other 
was seriously injured." Lord and Lady Hardinge had what 
india described, and no doubt was, "the narrowest possible es· 
cape," But Hardinge was wounded in the right shoulder; had 
three bomb splintcrs lodged in his back.; and his helmet was 
found to be penetrated by small nails and particles of the iron 
casing of the bomb, 

He was reported to have kept his sLIng froid and said to his 
wife. "Go on. Don't take any noticel" This mayor may not be 
apocrypha, But what is not apocrypha is that the official proces
sioil was quickly te-formed and the arrangements for the day 
were not allowed to be disrupted or even altered, except that a 
certain Sir Guy Fleetwood-Smith officiated for Hardinge at the 
presentation of the address of welcome on behalf of the non
official members of the Imperial Legislative Council by Na-wab 
Saiyid Mahmoud. ua representative of Madras and a staunch 
Congressntan," Later that evening the Viceroy from his sickbed 
issued a message to say that what had happened had not in the 
least shaken his trust in the affectionate heart of the Indian people. 

But the Congress leadership were visibly and audibly shaken, 
Tl1eir horror at what had happened was the more acute because 
they did not believe that Hardingc who, after all had ShO\,;l1 

some sympathy for the aspiidtions of the lndian people, however 
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.qualified, would be chosen by those who believed that the terror
ism of the State had to be met with counter-terror as their 
taJgct. This was loudly and repeatedly articulated at the Twenty
seventh session of the Congress held at Bankiporc. Surendra
nath Banerjca seemed beside himself with his sense of outrage 
at the incident. "1 can scarcely conceive the sense of horror, 
the sense of indignation. the sense of detestation", he said, 
"that I feel in my heart of hearts when 1 contemplate the crime 
of this woeful magnitude levelled against lhe per~onality of 
him who has been one of the truest benefactors of our country .... 
We here detest and cxccmte from our hearts anarchism and all 
the principles of anarchism. Anarchism, Sir, is not of the East." 

Malaviya's lament was no less vehement. "That such a friend 
of the people, that a man wllo, since he assumed the reins of 
office as Viceroy of this country. has been labouring so earnestly 
and so honestly to promote the well-being of the people, should at 
such a moment when he was going to make public the feelings of 
his heart and unloose his mind,~that he should be struck by a. 
villainous hand in the way he was struck is certainly a matter of 
the deepest national sorrow ...... A villainous hand! This was a 
reflexive rather than a considercdjudgement which came naturally 
to the moderale Congress leaders and a far cry from the status 
of national heroes to which those who were responsible farthe 
bomb throwing-among them the four, Master Arnir Chand, Bhai 
Balmukand. Avadh Behari and Basant Kumar, who were sen
tenced to death and executed-have since been elevated as, in
deed, they Were reg-arded at the time by popular opinion. Lajpat 
Rai. however, TIUlde a more measured reference to the incident 
describjng the act as harmful on political grounds rather than 
morally reprehensible. He said tha.t those "who believe in this 
cull and who think that by having recourse to bomb they are 
advancing in the least possible way the interests orthe country ... 
are doing the greatest possible harm to the cause of fndian 
progress," 

Even apart from the shadow 01 the bomb that lengthened 
across the Congress pavilion at Bankipore, a salubrious suburb 
of Palna which formed the Civil Station of the city, thc Con
gress session which began on December 26, 1912, seems to have 
been rather a damp affair. Jawaharlal Nehru who had only 
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recently returned from England and attended it as a delegate
for the first time in his life certainly found it so. "Towards the
end of 19 J 2," he has written in his autobiography, "India was. 
politically, very dull. Tilak was in gaol, the Extremists had been 
sal upon and were lying low without any effective Jeadersh.ip~ 
Bengal was quiet after the unsettling of the paltition of the 
ptovince, aud the Moderates had been effectively 'rallied' to the
Minto~Morley scheme of councils .... The Congress was It moderate 
group, meeting annually, passing some feeble resolutions, and 
attracting. little attention. I visited. as a delegate. the Ban.k.ipore 
Congress during Christmas 1912. It was very much an English
knowing upper class affair where morning coats and wdl-presscd 
trousers were greatly inevidence. Essentially it was a social gather
ing with no political excitement or tension. GokhaJe, fresh from 
South Africa, attended it and \ .... as the outstanding person of the 
session. High-strung, full of earnestness and a nervous energy. 

be seemed to be one of the few persons present who took politics 
and public affaits seriously and felt deeply about them. I was 
impressed by him." 

Nehru was recollecting the event nearly a quarter of a century 
after and itt one of the peak moments of his radical and social
ist enthusiasm. He was. therefore, perhaps a little unfair to the 
Moderates. But he was right in describing tile Bankiporc session 
as dull al\d lacking in excitement. Tllis was not necessarily the 
fault of those who were hosting it. laded, they had spared no 
pains 10 make it an impressive affair. It was. after ail, the Ilrst 
time that Bihar, only recently created a Province in tandem with 
Orissa under a Lieutenant-Governor. h.ad been given the op-
portunity to welcome the annual session of the Congress on 
its soil. Congress leaders in Bihar were anxious to make it a 
memorable occasion. 

It was Hasan Imam who had extended the invitation to the 
Congress at its Calcutta session. But in the meanwhiie he had 
been appointed to th.e Bench and obviously could not ta.ke part 
in the prepara.tions for a political gathering. In his pla.ce Maz.h.ar
ul~Haque chaired the powerful Reception Committee drawn 
from members of both communities. For Bihar in those days 
was still able to boast of a meHow composite cultural identity 
and had not become a syndrome of secta.rian and caste 



BETW!::EN THE ACTS 203 

antagonisms and bigotry. Maznar-ul-Haque in his own person 
represented that identity. At the time a glass of sartorial fashion 
and mould of westernised form. later. under Gandhi's influence, 
as Sachcnidananda Sinha. who served as General Secretary of 
lhe Reception Committee. has recorded. he was to lock up "his 
fastidiously well-tailored suits", forsake "his foreign style of 
living". and build "for himself outside Patna a nermitage, called 
Sat/aqm Ashram ("The Abode of Truth")", and give up "the use 
of motor car, abjure meat and drink," 

The pavilion tlte Reception Committee constructed for the 
session won the admiration of eYen Dinshaw Wacha, nOl given 
to easy enthusiasms. "The mind which conceived it." he wrote, 
"and gave it body and form was certainly a methodical mind. 
chastened by experience, refincd by native talent." At any rate 
it had a sense of Indian history and knew that the Congress was 
being held in the Buddha country. The pavilion, or Pandal. 
had twenty~eight gates, commemorating not the Congress 
history, but the history o[the region-and of India: the PatlLputm 
Gate, tile Chandragupta Gate, the Buddha Gate and so on down 
to the gate number twenty-seven which was called the Asoka 
Gate. The twenty-eighth gate was left unnumbered but carried 
a name-the Mahendru Gate. II was reserved for the President 
of the Congress to make his entrances and exits. 

Gokhale's name had been put up for the presidency_ How
ever, he had made it known that he would not be available, partly 
because of his preoccupation with the problem of Indians in 
South Africa which he had visited and also probably because 
he was to be appointed to the Public Services Commission set 
up by lhe British Government t.hat year and on which one of 
his colleagues was to be a fULUre British Labour Prime Mhtister
Ramsay MacDonald. As a result. the presidency went to Ranga
nath Nursing Mudholkar who had started his career as a lecturer 
in logic Ulld political economy-two rather disparate subjecls~ 
.tt the Elphinston College. Bombay, but had transferred his talents 
to a more rewarding field. legal practice, first at Akola and later 
at Amraoti. Active in the Congress almost since its inception. 
or at least since 1888. lawaharlal Nehru could not have been 
thinking of him when he spoke of Bankipore sesSiOtl being 
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dominated by gentry in morning coats and weU-pressed trousers. 
For he wore the distinctive Maharashtrian headgear. 

The mise en scene at Bankipore was splclldid-a magni
ficently designed pavilion large enough to accommodate five 
thousand delegates and visitors, a vast array of lents, 320 in a\1, 
to provide offices and house the delegates though many of them 
were put up by the local Congress leaders in their homes. and all 
other amenities that go with a "national assize". But bedecked 
pavilions with many gates and ccnts and ornamental gateways 
and banners and festoons do not a great political occasion make. 
What has always made Congress sessions signilicant and memo
rable ;s what is said and done there. And there was little said 
and done at Bankipore session which registered itself on his
torical memory unless it was that the session moumed the death 
of a man-Hume-whom both Gokhale and Gandhi were to des
cribe as the "Father of the Congress" though he hjmself was 
modest enough to go on record that the Congress owed its 
birth to the effort of many men of idealism and foresight. 

A certain morosity characterised the session as Nehru noted. 
The reason for it was not far to seek. Anybody had only to look 
round "the delegates' blot;ks" at the centre of tile Pandal to find 
it. There were more empty chairs in it than occupied ones. Only 
207 delegates had troubled to come. This was the poorest show
ing except the inaugural session at Bombay in 1885, worse evcn 
than at Lahore three years earlier. It hardly substantiated the 
claim of the Congress to represent the people of 1 ndia or even 
being th.e premier political organisation in the country. Far 
from ga.ining strength, it seemed to be suffering from some wast
ing disorder and withering away. 

The province-wise breakdown of the delegates was even more 
disheartening. The largest number hailed from U.P" 67; Bihar 
with 58 clune next; Bengal fol1owed with 35. Between them they 
accounted fot more than three.fourlhs of the total. Madras had 
sent 19. But the disappointing surprise was Bombay witn only 
10. Tlus was less tnan those from Berar which .. perhaps because of 
Mudholkar's connection with it, had contributed 13, which would 
have been an unlucky number but for the addition of the solitary 
delegate from the Central Provinces. The Punjab. as often. was 
bottom of the league with four and not a Sikh or Muslim to be 
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seen amOltg theIn. At that r<Ltc it could not even qualify to be 
considered a respectable debating society. 

One would have thought that the first th.ing the delegates 
would have given attention to was this progressive loss of ground. 
They may have done so in secret com:laves. Bul the public prv
ccedings of the Bankipore sessilllt gave no indication of any 
anxiety on this count. Mazhar-ul-Haque in his very long ad
dress of welcome did voice some anxiety, but it was over the 
bomb outrage ill Delhi and the \'Ooes of Muslims in what we now 
cal! West Asia and North Arrica~"the sacrilege committed by 
the Russian troops on the sacred mausoleum of Imam Moosi 
Ram at Meshed in Persia", the invasion of Tripoli by Italy, the 
expulsion of Turks from Salonika. The British Government, he 
!amcnled, had not raised its "little finger" against these iniqui
tiGS and several British politicians, like Lloyd George, Winston 
Churchill, Masterman and Acland had .tCluaJly spoken in "exul
tant tone at the expulsion of the followers of Islam from Eur
ope." He found only two comforting things. The reigning 
Viceroy had "grasped the danger and at once handled the situa· 
[ion with tact and sympathy" and these misfortunes had brought 
about a "rapprochement'" bclwecl1 the two communities Which, 
he said, he "had despaired of ever sceing in my life." 

Mudholkur's presidential address was almost a~ long as the 
welcoming address of the Clmirman of the Reception Committee, 
It covered much the same ground, beginning with the obligatory 
expression of horror at the bomb attack on Hardingc, "A 
thunderbolt .. .from the blue firmament" was his rather senten
tious description of it, He followed this up with an equally de 
rigueul' claim that the people of India's mission was "the recon
ciliation of jarring crced~, the hannonising of all religions, ... the 
flpiritualisation of life" with an invocation of a sacred text of 
infinite ambiguity, the Bhagm'adgita, There was the inevitable 
going over the whole course of Colt.'.titutional devclopments and 
"our wanderings in the desert" like the Israelites of old, He 
eXpressed his unhappiness at "the anomalies. the inequalities and 
the defects in the Council Regulations" which he tabulated 
under four sub-beadings. But it was clear that he was by 110W 
Icsigned to separate ek-ctoratc, Curiously, he seemed to have 
tumbled on an old proposal of the Congress which had been 
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dropped, dusted it and plcsented it as a bright new idea-the 
idea that India should have representation in the British Parlia· 
ment. No wonder that the young Nehru was to find the whole 
show r;\ther off-putting, 

On the question of the troubles of Turk.ey and the woes of 
Muslims in the Middle and Near East to which Mazhar-ul-Haque 
had feelingly dravm the al1ention of the Congrcf.s, Mudholkar wu:'t 
transparently ambiguon,<; and almost evasive. or course. on his own 
behalf and on behalf of his "Brother-delegates" he gave "expres
:don to the profound SOrlOW <lud sympathy which the Hindus and 
all non-MusUrn Indians feel for our Muslim brethren in the great 
misfortune which has overtaken the Khalifate, and the struggle 
for existence which the Turkish Empire has to carryon against 
a powerful combination." But this expression of sorrow did not 
lead to any commitment 01 support. "When the political sky is 
overcast with dark and threatening clouds," he added, -'it is not 
desirable for us, the subjects of a Power whi('h is ~triving to 
preserve the strictest neu.trality (sic], to enter into the merits of 
the quarrel between. the belligerent Powers. nor are we in a posi· 
tion to discuss them with adequate knowledge. But as staunch 
believers in the supremacy of tbe moral law and upholders of lhe 
principle of peaceful evolution, this much I believe is permissible 
to us to say, that it is possible to satisfy the just and legitimate 
aspirations of the Christian Provinces of the Turkish Empire 
without destroying the existence or the importance of Turkey 
()r ~ubjecling her to the humiliating condition of powerlessness." 

Professor Godbole in E.M, Forster's A Passage to India 
could hardly have improved upon Mudholkar's exercise in sit
ting on the fence and saying nothing in a round-about way and 
at some length, Mazhar-u1·Haque and the Muslim delegates. 
at Bankiporc could not have derived much comfort from it. Later 
in his address Mudholknr spoke with a sense or gratification 
that "the All-rndiu Muslim League promises to become an ally 
ana a I())al supporter." This was a reference to certain develop_ 
Dl.::nts that were taking place in the League in which the younger 
mtll1, like Jinnah, were soon 10 assert them,elves in policy-mak
ing and trying to make it kss of a "Ioyalist" organisation. But 
Mudholkar's Itmnulation of the Congress views on the fate of 
Turk!!) (Wer Which. rightly or wrongly, the Indian Mus!im~ were 
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concerned, was scarcely calculated to make it ea~ier for them to 
bring the League into closer alignment with the Congress. 

Naturally enough the Congress did not register its concern 
over what was happening to Turkey or Persia or Tripoli in any 
resolution. There were, perllaps, two reasons for this lack of 
concern. Firstly, the Congress at Ihal stage did not wish to in
volve itself in foreign policy matters which, in its wisdom, it con
sidered it was the prerogative of the ruling power to worry about. 
Secondly, its leadership seems to have been unaware that the 
moves for the carve up of the tottering Ottoman Empire and 
North Africa were not unrelated to rivalries of the Western 
-colonial powen; and would prove to be a prelude to a great blood
bath into which India would be drawn whethel its people wan
ted it or not. It is even arguable that if the Congress had begun 
to take interest in the plight of [ndians, and Asians gcnerally, in 
South Africa-----at Bankipore, too, it pas£ed a long resolution 
on "Indians in the Colonies" and authorised the President to 
send a message to Gandhi reaffirming "the country'!> whole
hearted support" to him and his fcllow-worker~~-it wa.s only 
because Gandhi was waging II struggle in South Africa whic\l 
could not be ignored. 

Other resolutions, neaTly twenty of them. were mainly a re
iterative litany of old, well-worn demands and pleas which hnd 
remained unanswered and unheeded. But with the Cong.ress in 
those days hope deferred did not necessarily make the heart 
grow sick and weary. Apart from these TOutine items, the first 
resolution was about the bomb in Delhi and recOIded its "scnse 
of horror and detestation at the dastardly attempt made on tile 
life of His Excellency the Viceroy" and trayed "tha.t His Excel~ 
leney may have a speedy recovery and restoration to ht:alth." 
This was followed by a condolence resolution on the death of 
Allan Octavian Hume and the President was "Jequestcd to cable 
this ... to Sir WjJliam Wedderburn. Baronet, Chairman of the 
Sritish Committee of the Indian National Congress" and he, in 
turn, was requested to "convey to Mrs. Ross Scott, Mr. Humc's 
dallghter, the sympathy of the Congress in her great bereavement" 

At the session itself rich tributes "'ere paid to Hume, includ
ing one from MazhaNII-Haquc who probably had no oppor
tunity to know him and another from the President, Mudholka.r, 
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who certainly did. He described him, in the words of a poet, as 
"vne who never turned his back but marched breast forward. 
never doubted clouds would break," and then, mbdng meta
phors, likened his memory for the Congress to that of Mo:.es for 
the Israelites, hut with a difference. Hume, he said, "was, indeed, 
more fortunate than Moses; for it was permitted to him not ooly 
to have a sight of the Promised Land hut to see his people make 
their entry therein and to witness that they had some taste of 
the milk and honey of political life. " For aU its eloquence. it must 
have sounded a little too formal. 

However, a morc moving because more intimate tribute came 
from Bhupendranath Basu whom Jawaharlal Nehru had found 
"an aggressive talker". He was subdued as the occasion demand
ed, but not niggardly in giving Hume the glory and the credit 
"of conceiving the great idea of gathering the races of India, her 
different nationalities, her different communities, into one great 
temple." And he told them of his last meeting with Hume dur
ing his visit to England the previous year at his house: 

There also in the gathering gloom of the evening as I bade 
him good~bye I knew that we had no reasonable expecta
tion of meeting on this side of life. I bade him good-bye 
in the simple style of an indian and I asked for his blessing. 
He said, "Bhupendranalh, who am I and what. that I can 
give you a blessing? All I can do is to ask Him who sees 
alt hearts to give you His blessing and not mine. 1 am old; 
you also are gettingoJd. We may never meet" ~ and he said. 
·'.Bhupcndranath good-bye. If for ever . then forever". 

Hume died, after a protracted illness, in his eighty-fourth 
year on July 31, 1912. He was cremated at Brookwood cemetery 
just outside Waking, Surrey, He was a life member of the Cre
mation Society of England and. as he had put down with his 
native sense of thrift in his will, this entitled rum "to be cremated 
at death without fee." Six days later a memorial meeting was held 
at Caxton Hall, Wcstmin'!1.ler (ala.'\., now no more, and with it 
have vanished many historic associations with India, like that 
of the first public meeting addressed by Jawaharlal Nehru in 
London in 1936, not to mention the shooting down by Udham 
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Singh of Sir Michael O'Dwyer, Lieutenant·Governor of the 
Punjab at the time of the reign of terror in 1919, during the Second 
Wnrld War). It was attended by m~Uly eminent people, both 
British and Indian. Gokh.lle who with W..:dderburn had attend
ed the cremation, presid..:d thuugh Wedderburn for some reasoll 
\ViiS not present. But a long tribute to Humc by Wedderburn 
had already appeared in India which editorially said of him. llmt 
"he lighted a candle which can never be put ouL" 

Marcus Aurelius has an admonition: "Let all thy words 
have the accent of heroic truth." Thal is impossible to achieve. 
But some of Hume's words certainly had that accent, not least 
his (all to the graduates of Calcutta University as early as March 
1883 to furnish "fifty men, good and true". "You~" he exhorted 
them, "are the salt of the land. And if amongst even you, the 
elite. fjfty men cannot be found with sufficient power of se!f.·sacri~ 
fice, sufficient love for and pride in their country, sufficient genuine 
and unselfish heartfelt patriotism to take the initiative, and if 
needs be, devote the rest of their lives to the Cause [his emphuw 
SisJ-lhen there is no hope for India. Her sons must and will 
remain mere humble and hdpless instruments in the hands of 
foreign rulers ... ." 

Besides his somewhat chequered career as :\. civil servant 
which began in 1849 andcontir\ued under the Raj till 1882, Hume 
was a man of many parts, like Illany eminent Victorians. and 
not a few controversies. He has been called "the Pope of Orni~ 
thology" by those who knew what it is. But whether or nol tlmt 
particular papal crown fits, there is no doubt that he expended 
much time. energy ilnd treasure to collect material for a definitive 
work which was to be entitled "Tb.e Birds of the Indian Empire". 
It was never completed because, unhappily, most of the material 
was lost or dcstroy\':u while he was away from his house in Simla, 
Rothney Castle, during lhe winter of 1884. But jointly with 
C.H.T. Marshall he did produce a book in three volwnes with 
many coloured plates called The Game Birds of India only a thou~ 
sand copies of wllich were printed. Earlier he had edited an 
Ornithological Quarterly called Stray Feathers and in 1885 he 
gifted his collection of more than eighty thousand birdsklns and 
eggs to the British Museum of Natural History in Cromwell Road, 
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South Kensington, together wilh his collection of the heads 
llnd horns of indian big game animals. 

Birds and big game animals of India did not exhaust his inte
rest. W.H. Griffin wrote in India soon after Hume's death how 
he had purchased the freehold ('If 323 NO{'lW(1d Road, S.E., 
for "the reception of his herbarium and library" in 1910 and set 
up a capital endowment "10 provide an income sufficient to main
tain that establishment vested in trustees and incorporated in 
[he South London Botanical Institute with the object of 'pro
moting. encouraging, and facilitating amongst the teSidents of 
South. London the study of (he science of Botany'," Griffin 
was appointed the first cumlor of the Inslitute. 

However, for India Hume has an historical importance be~ 
cause of the crucial role he played in founding the indian NaR 
tional Congress. He never claimed that it was his ide-a exclusiR 
vely. On the contrary. as Wedderburn has recorded, he explain
ed it was the work of many men "mostly Indians who bound them
selves together to labour silcntly for the good of India." But 
Gokhale, who would have knoy,.n, was ill no doubt about it that 
Hume's part was predominant. "No rudian:' Gokhalc said at 
the memorial meeting for Hume in London, "could have star
ted the Indian National Congress. Apart from the fact thal any
one putting his hand to such a gigantic task had necd to have 
Mr. Hume's commanding personality, even jf an Indian had 
possessed such a personality and had come forward to start such 
a movement, embracing all fndia. the officials would not have 
allowed it to come into existence. if the founder of the Congress 
had not been a great Englishman [sic] and a distinguished cx~ 
officiaL Such was the distrust of political agitation in those days 
that the authorities would have at once found some way or the 
other of suppressing the movement." 

Gokhalc's attribution of the paternity of the Congress to 
Hume was endorsed by the Mahatma though it is. perhaps, of some 
psychological interest that he mixed his terminology and imagery 
a little and, like Gokhale. described Burne as "an Englishman" 
when. in raet, as Wedderbum tells U5. "he was the son of that 
sturdy Scottish patriot and reformer Joseph Hume, from whom ... 
{he] inherited not ollly a political connection with India but also 
his love of science. and his uncompromising faith in democracy.'" 
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Speaking in the Federal Structure Committee at the Second 
Round Table Conference at St. James's Palace in London, 
Gandhi said, "H is a matter of tile greatest pleasure to me to 
stale that it [the CongressJ was first conceived in an English 
brain: Allan Octavian Hume we knew as the father of the 
Congress." 

Whether or not Hume was both father and mother of the 
Congress as Gandhi seemed subconsciously to convey. there 
can be no denying him the critical maieutic roll!, More: not only 
was he the midwife who Itelped ensure a sare birth for the Conw 

gress, but for many years acted as its sustaining wet nurse. Until 
the F()urth Congress session he served as the de/acto General 
Secretary. After that, at Allahabad, he became its tie jure Gene
ral Secretary, though curiously, the word used was "rc~appoint
ment". presumably to cover up an act of omission. From then 
on till 1905 his re-appointment as General Secretary was auto
matic at every Congress session. But in 1906 his name disa~ 
p~ared and. indeed, that year nobody seems to have been appoint~ 
cd to take his place. 

However, the puzzle is that the man who served as the Con
gress General Secretary for twenty years and more and who 
took so major a part in bringing it into being was never invited 
to preside over its affairs. Practically every other General Sec
retary in due course and the fullness of time was elevated to tl10 
presidential chair. Why the exception made 10 the rule in Hume's 
case? It is hard to find any explanation of this in the Congress 
records. But it must be assumed that wlutl inhibited the Con

.gress in doing him this well-merited honour was his radical out
look and his habit of not keeping his views to himself. Especial
ly, after the episode of the circular which he was responsible 
for issuing in 1892 in which he had warned of "a universal agra
rian rising" in an apocalyptic language wl\icll our latter-day 
"Marxist-Leninists" could hardly have improved upon, he had 
blotted his copybook with the "Congress Patriarchs", The cir
cular. as has been related. had been leaked oul in the press and 
was disowned hy the British Committee of the Indian Nlltional 
Congress in a collective letter to the Times. To offer Bume the 
plesidency of the Congress after that was ()u( of the question. 
Jt would have been regarded by the British Government as an act 
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of gross pr{w(}cation. But it could hardly object to Hume re~ 

ceiving its lribute of remorse. 
For a strong vein of remorse can be discerned tluobhing 

behind the fulsome language of obsequial encomiums at Banki
pore and before. Words came easier to Congress leaders in those 
days ~han acts. Dinsnaw Wacha described him as "Agamemnon 
and Nestor rolled into one:' "He alone knew." he added, "how 
to charm, how to strengthen, and how to leach. He is gone. but 
not witllOut tcaclting us that though we hu\c no wings to soar, 
we have feet to scale and climb, more and more by slow degrees 
the cloudy summits of our times." And for Ras.h Schad Ghose 
Hume's tomb was "the whole of India and his most lasting me
morial" to be found "not in marble or blOnze, but in t.he hearls 
of those for whom he lived and died." 

Fired by his own eloquence. Surendranath Banerje:a had 
described all the great men of the past as drcamers~Buddha 
and Jesus and Mahomed and eYen secular figures like Columbus, 
Mazzini and Garibaldi, "Let us dream.-a little dreaming docs 
good iC it be of the right sort." True, but there came the rub. 
There was an air of unreality even more than dullness about 
what was said and done at Bankipore. A [ong~winded dm..'ument 
prepared by the Congress office-bearers seemed to recognise 
as much. In the introduction to the transactions of the 
Twenty~eighth session held at Karachi-the first ever to be 
held there·-under the presidency of Nawab Syed Mohammed 
Bahadur a life-long Congressman from Madras. they admitted: 
"Of late .. .it is a matter of regret to have to say that. for some rea
son or another a session has not been all that could bedesired ...• 
The number of local delegates, let alone outside ones, had mate~ 
rially dwindkd down. Depression prevailed .. ,." 

They seemed to believe, however, that at Karachi and after 
Karachi the deep depression had lifted, ,,[t is a matter of rejoic· 
ing," they wrote, "(hat depression had disappeared in Karachi. 
All seemed to have worked entJlusiasticaily and with the one 
object of making the Congress a thorough success .... ihe total 
number of dclegutc'\ reached 550. a number which was in picas· 
ing contrast with some very poor ones at recent Congresses." 
Pleasing it may have been, but pleasure was part of an exerci,;e 
in Coueism. The figure or 550 ddegates was arrived at through 
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a naively conjured statistical illusion. Tile 201 nDm:,~rs of the 
Sind Reception Committee were included among the delegates to 
inflate the total. tf they were subtracted. the figure would have 
come down to 349, This certainly was an improwme.lt on Banki~ 
pore. But even that improvement was quulilied. Of the 349, 264 
were from "Bombay and Sind". There was no indication of how 
lUany came from BDmbay and how many from Sind. but the pre~ 
sumplion must be that the majority came from Sind. The rest of 
India ~ent exactly 85-33 from Madras, 22 from Bengal. 13 from 
lJ.P .. JO from the Punjab, fouf from Bihar. and three from 
Canada. Why Can'-lda which is no part cf India that is Bharat 1 
The an~wcr is Ok1t Indian settlers in Canndn and those wanting 
to settle Ihere were beginning to face increasing difficulties anti 
the matter was 10 come up at the Karachi session. 

It was nol just that in real term~ there had been no significant 
accc%ion of slrength to the Congress. Whnt must have been 
di;:;appoinlill8. if not depressing. was that some of the star turns 
were missing from the platform, Pherozcshah Mehta had fot 
some years not been attellding Congress session" though his 
name always appeared at the top of the list of the members of 
tJle AII~India Congress Committee (A.l.ee.) from Bombay to~ 
get her with that of Dadabhai Naoroji-ex-officio. His absence 
at Karachi was taken for gran.ted. But Surendranath Banerjea, 
Madan Mohan Maluviya, and Gopal Krishna Gokhale were not 
to be seen either, though Gokhalc had been kept away by his 
heart trouble from which he had suffered ever since his fall at 
Calab during his first trip to Britain years ago and which was to 
k[JJ him within a little more than a year. 

The Reception Committee headed by Harchandrai Vishni~ 

das Jlad. of course. worked hard to make the first Congress ses~ 
sian in the "capital" of Sind 11S pleasant as possible for the 
delegate:'. wilh lavish hospitality for which the people of Sind 
nrc noted. Moreover. the Chairman of the: Reception Committee 
had dom. his home work and in a welcome address which was 
somewhat shorter than was cu~tomary for such speeches to be, 
he managed not only to give a polled history of the region, higll~ 
light some of the special problems it faced. touch upon the 
wider national problems inc!udiltg rapprochement between the 
two great communities of fndia. bul also come up with a major 
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economic issue which would ha\'c delighted Dadabhui Naoroji 
because it ollcrcd {J. blatant c.'<ampJe of the way India was. being: 
economically milchcd by the City of London. He said: 

II seems to me high lime that this Congress expressed 
its condemnation of the Currency system under which 
about 40 millions sterling of India's money comisling of 
Paper Currellcy Reserve, Gold Stal\dard Reserve and Float
ing Cash Balaoccs is withdrawn (rom this country and 
used in London for loans to Joint Stock bankers. bill 
brokers and finance houses of that city. In the first place 
this money earns only 2.5 % interest in London, whereas 
in India it could be lent on 5 %. In the second place bt'ing 
in India it would on the one hand largely assist Indian 
1'rade, as one of the crying needs of India now is more 
capital with which to develop her natural resources, and on 
the other it would greatly ease the money market and thus 
serve a<; a check upon monetary crises like the appalling 
one we have so recently witnessed. Under the present ar
rangement not a pie of tllOse stupendous millions goes to 
the benefit of India. Is our money to be made a football 
for foreign exploiters to play with? Are the interests of the 
millions of population from whom the money is. taken and 
whom the currency operations affect to be considered a 
negligible quantity, while those of the microscopic but 
clamorou£. and influential minority to be pandered to? 

All very pertinent questions though no resolution was tabled 
on the subject. After Harchandrai Vislmidas' speech of wel
come, the presidential addreSS was a wide-ranging survey of the 
political scene and problems. Descended from the great Tipu 
Sultan. Nawab Syed Mohammed Bahadur. represented the libe· 
ral current in I.ndian {slam which was beginning to gain a crrtain 
ascendancy in the Muslim League and bring it for the time being 
into much closer alignment with the Congress on all major poli· 
tical iSSues. His association with the Congress began very early. 
Ten years earlier he had been the Chairman of the Reception 
Committee when the Congress met for the fourth time in Madras, 
He was, indeed. to be the only man in the history of the Con
gress to hold what Iswara Dutt in hls Congress C)'clopaedj(j 
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(Vol. /) calls '"the Irip/(' distinctloll of being Chairman of the 
Receptillil Committee- (J90}). Pre~ident (1913) ,md Secretary 
(1914·1917)". This distinction. it may be addeo, he amply 
merited. 

The middle portion of hi& presidential address covered well· 
trodden groul\{j -Ihe future of the India Countil which the Con
gress wanted 10 be abolished or modified [0 include an elected 
component. the functioning oftlle reformed legislatures in India. 
local self-government. exparl"ion of primary and technical 
education. the Public Services Commission.- Indian'> in the army 
and so on and on til! the last syllable of what to posterity must 
appear as the ultimate ill tedium. In his titne and season, how
ever. they were jive issues. 1[1 the openi[lg and dosing parts ofllis 
l>pecch he dealt with two matters over which he felt deeply. He 
was obviously o1,timistic over the prospect of true rapproch(,. ... 
ment between the Hindu and Muslim political opinion. He 
rejoiced in the fact that the All-fndia Muslim League, thanks 
to the elrort of men like Jinnah and Syed Wazir Hasan, who 
were memben both of the Congress and the Muslim League, had 
adopteJ a resolution defining the objective of the organisation as 
"the attainment under the aegis of the British Crown of a system 
of Setf"Government suitabl~ to hldia." 

Thj~ seemed identical with the first Article of the Congress 
Conslilutirm. -Seemed, but it wasn't. There \vas that weasel 
phrase at the I..'lld whk'h made all tIle ditTerencC'. Its seeming in
nocence concealcd submerged rocks of ambiguity upon which alt 
manner Qf mental reservations could fa511.,'1\ to wreck the sub, 
stance of any sdf-government wlmtever the aegis. This the Pre" 
sident of the Karachi session did 1\ot notice or chose to ignore. 
Equally, he was being oversanguinc when he suggested the British 
Gm'emment had had its conversion along its own particular 
road to Damascus and had abandoned the policy of dMdc I'l 

imp('r(l for one of "Unite and Rule:' Like other Moderates. 
with him wi~h :;~1.'rned to b~ falher to the thought. partly becau,>e 
he had tended greatly to overestimate both the itlfiuence of Edwill 
Man.tagu ia policy"making 011 India and his determination to 
stand firm on his position and have the courage of his good 
intentions. 

In the concluding part of his speech he spoke of "the 



216 INDIAN NATIONAL CONGRESS 

troubles and misfortunes" (lfthe Muslims outside India. The Indian 
Muslims, he said, had witnessed with deep concern "the subyer~ 
sio11 of the Ottoman power in Europe. ~l!1d [he strangling of 
Persia"; lhey had "anxiously w:l.(chcd ... the dismemberment of 
Turkey"; and this anxiety was shared by non·MusJims. The last 
pan of his statement was a polile exaggeration. At best the non· 
Muslims in lndia were indilferew to ·'the fate of Muslim states 
and their treatment by Europe." But he was not cxaggeraling 
when he spoke of how exercised the Indian Muslims were on 
what was happening (0 Turkey and other Mu~lilll reg.ions in the 
Middle East and North Africil. At the end of 1912 Mohamed 
Ali through his paper the COll/rade had actively promoted the idea 
of ~ending an lndiiln Medical Mi~sion to Turkey; the Indian 
Government, through Malcolm Hailey. an up and coming civj· 
lian in the Punjab "tradition" Wll<J was then !;cfving as Commis~ 
sioner in Delhi. had let it be known to Dr. Ansari that it had no 
objcnion to the enterprise: and a mission led by Dr. Ansari did 
go out to do humamtari<ll" work in Turkey for about six months. 

However, that 'Was the limit of the Indian and British Oovern~ 
mo:-nt:; complaisance toward~ al\d regard fm Indian Muslim 
sll~ee-ptibilities. The- Briti~h cst.lblishment at home was in two 
lllirlds o\'er tJ1C matter. Curiously. or not so curiously. the Tories 
"'"ere rathcr reluctant t() offend the Indian Muslims and the Ube· 
rats were taking a rather Blimpis.h line reflected in the commenl 
irl ih!! Spectafor which wrote: "If w<.: a!low the feeling of Indian 
Muslims to be the te~t of our foreign policy we should abrogate 
the right to judgemellt altogether:' And in India. Mohamed 
Ali had got into \'Cry hot waler with the authorities over the print~ 
ing of a proscribed pamphlet entitled "Curne Over Into Mace~ 
dOllia and Hdp U~", originally [H.lblishcJ in Constantinople 
(now Istanbul). 

The Congre~!; lcaul."rship. t<m. wa~ very reluctant (0 take up 
the issue. though it would have been. good politics for it to do so, 
both on tactical 'Hld larger pnlitical ground:;. For alLhough 
Indian Muslim perception of und rcw:tion to developments in 
West Asia n1\d North Africa was motivated by confessional 
ailinities, in ess.ence it was an issue which connected with anti~ 
imperialism. But then Congress <It that stage. though involved 
in ~!nrggle witl, art empire almost in spite of itself, was unwilling 
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and even positively averse to taking up nn anti-imperialist posi
tion. At Barlkiporc Ma7har-ul-Haque's pleadings on behalf of 
Turkey ,lnd Persia hau evoked only a lukewarm response of s}m
palhy from Mudholkar and the Congress looked the other way. 
Syed Mohammed was no more successful at Karachi in moving 
the bowels of compassion of his Congress colleagues by telling 
them of the woes of Muslims outs-ide India. The least that the 
Congrc~s could have done would have been [0 express its sympa
thy fot' them and pass a resolution of human solidarity, It did 
not do ~o and chose to look the other way. It was not Ulttil seve
ral year_' I'lter that it could be persuaded to take up thtir cause. But 
b)- thea il W":l$ a different Congtess, almost a Congress reborn. 

There were no surprises in the resolutions passed at Karachi. 
Mo::.t of them related to issues already musty with age, How
ever, nn interesting shift in the Congress' hierarchy of concerns 
and priorities was noticed. The problems of Indian diaspora
exempli/ied at its most neuralgic in the tribulations they were 
facing in South Africa·-hud moved from the periphery to the 
centre or its preoccupations. Immediately after the first resolu~ 
tion which recordell its "sem;e of great Joss" at the death of two 
of iis vcteran champions-J. GhosaJ and Justice P.R. Sundara 
Aiyer-cumc the resolution entering the Congress' "emphatic 
protest" again'>t the lmmigratiorl Act passed by the Pretoria re
gime in violation "of promi~es made hy the Ministers of South 
African Union"' and "respectfully" urging the Crown to veto 
the Act. and the Imperial and Indian Governments "to adopt 
such measures as would ensure to the Indians in South Africa 
just anJ honourable treatmCil.t." It actually made so bold as 
to "e.'(press it~ abhnrrencc" of the cruel treatment which Indjans 
were experiencing in Natal and entirely to disapprove "of the 
personnel of the Committee appointed by the South African Union 
to enquire jnlo the maHer", And it ended with an expres
sion of its "warm and grateful appreciation of the heroic struggle 
carried on by Gandhi, and 11is co-workers" and called "upon 
rhe people of this country of all classes and creeds to cOlltinue to 
supply Ihem wilh funds." Till'> was the least it eQuid do. 

AftC'r aI!, even ill Britain Ihere was some uoease at what was 
being done in South Africa by the Boer ascendancy which had 
only a few years earlier been in open rebellion against the British 
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Crown, Lord Ampthill, a former Governor of Madras, who 
had briefly acted as Viceroy in 1905, had been moved to raise 
(he matter in Ihe House of Lords on July 30, and criticised ere","c 
for being so indulgent towards the Pretoria regime as to allow 
it to ride roughshod oyer the provisional settlement of 1911 and 
the stipulations of the British Government. Even Curzan who 
regarded Gandhi's "passive resistance" as "the most odious of 
all forms of conscientious objection", was subtly scathing about 
Crewe's apologetics over and rationalisation of the Government's 
supine surrender 10 the Pretoria racists. He said of Crewe's 
reply that "there had been a r.ote of extreme candour about 
certain admissions" in it, "8 tone of apology about others, and a 
rather doubtful note at the end." He did not stop there and went 
on to quote a passage from the Secreta!) of Slate's despatch of 
October 1910 in which Crewe had been categorical and said: 
HI ought to add that any solution {in South Africa] which preju
diced or weakened the present position of Indians in the Cape 
Colony or Natal would not be acceptable 10 His Majesty's 
Government." ''That was a quite clear statement," Curzon 
chided Crewe. "unaUended by any qualification. and the noble 
Marquess could not get away from it." He also found it hard to 
understand why London had been II' such haste to instruct the 
Governor-General in South Africa to pronounlX his benediction 
on the racist immigration legislation when it could have hastened 
but slowly to secure certain changes in it. 

Tn India. of course. the feelings were running high over the 
treatment ofIndians in South Afric;} and thL Congress was under· 
playing rather tJlan overplaying the issue. The President of the 
Congress had obliquely called for retaliatory measures against 
South Africa. '" have more faith," he had said in his address, 
"I confessed in retaliatory measures such as the placing or an em· 
bargo on the importation of coal from Natal into this COUlllr}. 

and the closing of the doors of competition for the Civil Service 
against the South African Whites [strange though it may seem. 
apparently the South African Whites could enter the Covenan
ted Service and come to India to lord it over Indinn .. while the 
latter were m-ing wholly disenfranchised in South Africa], h 
seems to me that these are the only weapons at pre~ent available 
alld the Government of fndia should lose no time in making use 
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of them. 1 ant aware that these' measurCj ha\'~ dis(]d~'al1tagc~ 
of being merdy irritating without being direc\l~ effective or in
flicting any real disability (lr the Colonists. But [heir moral dTect 
would, r am convinced. be very great on our people nnd \vlH not 
be altogether lost on the Union Government.. .. " 

1n spite of this. howe-vcr. there was 110 ca.tJ for any retaliatory 
sanctions agaitlst South Africa in the resolution that the Con
gress passed at Karachi. This was rather surprising. At some of the 
earlier se~sions of theCongress·--the Nineteenlh and Twenty-fin,t 
sessions, for instancc·· .. it had been emboldened to demand some 
retaliatory measures. Why then. when the struggle in South Africa 
was jnten~ifying and only two months earlier the Indian mine
workers had struck and Gandhi had been arrested at Volksrut 
while he was leading n march into Ihe Transvaal, did the 
Congress hold ba<.k from calling for retaliation? Was it in danger 
of slipping back in its effort to {>rovc its respectability? 

It is hard to be sure. It could be that in the absem:e of Gok~ 
hale. who was their guide and philosopher on South African and 
kindred problems, they Jid not want to take a.ny decisive stand 
on the question of retaliatory sanctions. There was, moreover, 
a new problem on their plate, Three Indians, all of them Sikhs. 
had come over to enlist the support of the Congress against an 
inequitous ,md racist clause embodied in a Canadian Privy Coun~ 
cil Order-No. 920-·entitled the "continuous journey" clause. 
Manifestly and lngeniomly designed to shut the door in the faces 
of Indians entering Canada. and even any Indian already settled 
there bringing ovcr his wife and family, it prohibited entry 10 
them unles.s they had made "a continuous journey from India". 
And this was an impossible condition to fulfil because there was 
110 direct shipping line between India and Canada and no ship
ping line would book any Indian passenger lJnu issue him or hcr 
a throllgh ticket involving lrans·shipment. A perfect Calch 22 
situation, but l)llC which was later to produce Ihe heroic s,lga 

of Babn Gwwt Singh and his comrades who chartered a Japa
nese ship, the KomoKota Mam lor six months in 1914, to get over 
the "continuous journey" hurdle. 

But that was for tomorrow. Immediately. all the Congress 
did was to pass a resolution "strongly" protesting against the 
Canadian Privy Council Order No. 920 and "urge upon the 
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Imperial Government the pe<:essity of securing Ihe repeal of the 
said Continuous Journey Regulatiop." There was another mat· 
ter also on which it was moved to register or, to be precise, 
"reiterate" its protest. Tbis. was the infamous Indian Press Act 
placed permanently on the Statute Book in 1910 as Minto's 
parting gjft to India and to reinfOicc the complex armature of 
coercion perfected over more than half a century since the last 
serious cballenge to British rule in ludia in 1857. Hardingc may 
have been a model of liberality in comparison with some of his 
predecessors. But he had shown no signs of any willingness and 
intention 10 dismanlle any part of the elabora.te system of powers 
of S"uppression and intimidation Wllic-h he had inherited, least of 
all since the attempt on his life. 

Rather the reverse, a.~ the case of Mohamed Ali's journal 
Comrade, which had published the lext of a pamphlet "Come 
Over Inlo Macedonia and Help Us" was to prove, especially after 
the Chief Justice of Calcutta High Coun, Sir Lawrcm'c Jenkins. 
while dismissing hi~ ,Ipplication against the confiscatory order 
under the Prc~s Act of 1910, fOUI1d that there was nothing in 
the publication that could be construed as sedition. Jenkins 
commented on the Alice Througll The Looking Glass character 
of tbe Act and said: "The provil>ioTls of Section 4 [of the Act] 
are very comprehensive and its language is as wide as human 
ingenuity could make it .... It isdiillcult to see to what lengths the 
operation of this Section might not plausibly be extended by an 
ingenious mind .... Much that I:'. regatded as standa,d literature 
might undoubtedly be caught:' 

But, in any ca~c, much that wus regarded as standard and even 
i!HWCUOUS literature wag already being caught with or without 
the sanction of the Pre~s Act Earlier in the year, fM example, 
s.ome books of W.S. Blunt (related to the ill-fated Anthony Blunt. 
the Fourth Man in a post-Second World War spy drama with a 
touch of class) \ ..... hieh haJ flO clire<;t bearing on the situation in 
India and addressed to a reputable and weIJ-known bookseller 
of Lahore, Ramakri~l1na, were seized by the Customs at Karachi. 
Some of them were cont"b:ca!cd; others reuched the bookseller 
who had ordered them with p<1ssages blue-pencilled. RO. 
Wells could not have been thinking of Ihig episode though he 
might well have invokod it as evidence to prove the point he made 
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in The New .Machia~'clli: "Our funclions in fndia are absurd
we SUpPlCSS our own literature there ... ' The other day the British 
Empire was taking off and examining printed cotton stoma(h 
wraps for seditious emblems and inscdptions." Hardinge could 
not have changed this state of affairs even if he had wished. But 
thelC is nothing on record to suggest that he wished to change 
the ~ystem. The Congress resolution on the Press Act, like simi~ 
lar rllcviollS ones, evoked no response from the Government. 



CHAPTER vm 

THE END OF A ROAD 

The Karachi session was the last to be held in peacetime. 
However. HttJc was said or done at the fir"l ever gathering of 
the Congress in the city "between the desert and the sea" which 
indicated that it had the faintest premonition that before its /lext 
session "to be held in the Province of Madras" rno:;t of the 50-

called civilised nalions of the Western World would be at each 
other's throats. True enou~h, the President of the Congress 
and some other speakels had spoken feelingly of the Balkan 
imbroglio, the hiving off of paris of the Ottoman Empire and 
the military incursion by ftaly to secure a toe-hold in North Africa. 
But these developments had been seen by almost everyone en
tirely in the light of their confessional concern and anxiety over 
the nUsfortunes of Islam outside Illdia. It had not occurred to 
them that they were much more and that the m...'ljor European 
powers were flexing their muscles and manoeuvring for positions 
of vantage in the mortal combat in which they were preparing 
to engage to carve up Asia and Africa anew. 

If any student of international affairs among the Congress 
leaders had any such foreboding he kept it to himself. It must 
be assumed, however, that nobody had such roreboding or the 
Congress would certainly have discussed its implications for Jndia. 
So unaware were the Congrc~s leaders of the imminence of a 
catastrophe liable eventually to engulf the planet that they blithely 
resolved that the A!1·lndia Congress Committee be authorised to 
arrange for a deputation "consisting, as far as possible, of re
presentatives from different Provinces, to England, to represent 
Indian views on the following subjects: 

1. Indians in South Africa and other Colonies; 
2. Press Act; 
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3. Reform of the india Council; 
4. Separation of Judicial and Executive Function~; 
5. And important questions on which Congress ha~ ex.pres

sed opinion." 

The delegation consisted of BhupenJranath Basu (Bengal), 
M.A. Jinnah and N.M. Samartll (Bombay), B.N. Sarma (Mad
ras), S. Sinha (Bihar) and Lajpat Rai (Punjab). It set sail for 
England early in the spring of 1"914, although Lajpat Rai did not 
go with the main delegation but joined them later in the middle 
of May. He had stayed behind because, as hi~ biographer tells 
us, a bomb conspiracy case was then on and "there were ugly 
dark rumours that Lajpat Rai might somehow be connected with 
the conspiracy, that his house might be searched and he himself 
arrested as a conspirator or an inspirer of terrorist deeds", ap
parently bec.ause he knew two of the young men who were impli
caled~Bal Raj. son of his friend, Principal Hans Raj, and Balmu
kand who had actually been working for him. However, Lajpat 
Rai was able to get to London well in time to watch the progress 
-or rather lack of it--of the Council of India Bill which Lord 
Crewe had introduced in the House of Lords. 

The Bin, Lajpat Rai says with some ju:o.tice in his unfinished 
Autobiography, "was a typical Whig measure which satisfied no 
one and provoked opposition from all sides." The Bill had not 
been published when the delegation left India, but once tbe 
contents became known "the lndian Press expressed dissatisfac
tion .... Even the delegation was divided in its opinion. Personally 
] saw no reason to welcome the bill, but our chief [Bhupendranath 
Busu] was pledged to support it and for the sake of unanimity we 
submitted notes to the Secretary of State in which after suggesting 
radical cbanges we gave our general sUPI,ort to the bill. The 
bill was, however, very stoutly opposed by the Tory party and 
the Tory press raised quite a howl over iL .. " 

The Bill w:\s finally rejected by the LOIds, partly be:t:ause 
Crewe. whose heart was not really in it, mishandled its passage 
and partly because CUrzon drummed uJ: support among the Tory 
peers for defeating. the Bill. He was particularly opposed to 
two provisions in till! Bill-one which made it obligatory for the 
Secretary of State to appoint two Indians as members of the 
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India Council from a panel of names chosen by the Leghlative 
Councils in India, and anothel which, in Curzon's view, trans~ 
fonned the Secretary of State into "a Great Ml'gul in Frock
coat." His dislike of the Bill was the morc virulel1t because he 
sll.~pected that Crewe had been guided in drafting the Bill by 
Edwin Montagu. This was to lead to an exquisitely effective piece 
of polemics in a letter to the Times by Montagu in which he said 
that "Lord Curzon with his wonted delicacy of totlch lifts the 
skirt of a reforming measure in order to reveal the cloven hoof 
of it scheming politician, ana what is to him worse. a politician 
still young .... " 

In any case, even if the Bill had not ~n thrown out by the 
Lords, it had but little chance of-getting on to the Statute Book 
and early implementation. For it would have been overtaken by 
cataclysmic events and the Serajcvo assassination at the end of 
July was to trigger off the First World War for which the major 
European powers had been girding their loins for quite some 
time. 

Lajpat Rai was actually in the Lake. District, altending a 
Fabian summer school, when the news of the Archduke Fcrdi~ 
nand's murder broke. He returned to London 0'0 July 31 and was 
appalled by the frivolous reaction of s.omeof the Indians. "I met 
a number of Indians sitting in the smoking room of the National 
Liberal Club," he writes in his autobiographical fragment, "and 
talking of the war as if it were an occasion of jubilation. The 
group included some of the highest placed Indians, Hindus as 
well as Muslims. Their mirth and jubilation became so unman~ 
nerly that Mr. Jinllah had to rebuke them for thdr indecent 
behavionr, considering that the English member~ of the Club 
were so gloomy and anxious about the sitmllion," But. he goes. 
on to add, the attitude changed overnight and "at! the leading 
Indians ... began a competitive race in which everyone tried to 
outbid others in cxpl'C!'isiOl\s of loyalty and devotion to the Em~ 
pire and to take the credit of having giyen the lead." 

There were ~ome in the delegation of the Congress of which 
he was a member who wanted to issue a statement of support for 
the British Government immediately and without consulting all 
the members. Lajpat Raj opposed the suggesHon "on various 
grounds", not the least being that their assignment ended with the 



TilE END OF ,\ ROAD 1:!5 

rcje~tion of the Council of India Bill and they had no rcprc:.>cltta· 
tive competence. Jinnah :'lgreed with him. Eventually a state
ment, drafted by Sir William Wedderburn. and signed by the 
delegates and others assuring Lord Crcv,'c of their loyallY to the 
British cause was published in the Timc.I'. lajpat Rai's signalure 
was put on it ""ithout his consent, but having been presented with 
alail accompli, as it wcre, he decided not to make a fuss and put 
his signature to it "a day or two latcr at the National Liberal 
Club." Bllt he was not very l1appy about it and his unhappiness 
grew when he saw the great jubilation in the British TOTY Press 
and establishment at what was illterpretl'd as India's otTer of 
"voluntary, spontaneous, enthusiastic, universal" help to Britain. 
in its hour of need. "Now all this.," he has written, "was 
extremely embarrassing to those of us who had been proclairn~ 
ing from house-lops that British rule in. {pdia was unnatural, 
unjust and unrighteous and that India was being economically 
bled white by the policy of 'drain', The 'outburst" of loyalty was 
thrown at our faces as a complete answer to our statements 
against British rule. Under the circumstances 1 asked lhe per
mission or the Webbs to write all article on 'Indin and the W,lr' 
fOf the Nell' Sfafef.'l)Jan. They naturally wanted to see the article. 
When the article reached the editor he declined to pubUsh it as it 
breathed sentiments of di~loynlty and enmity towards England." 
However, despite his characterisation or the stance taken by the 
Indian national leaders ill the War of 1914 as "improper and un
patriotic", Lajpat Rai was to admit that "perhaps th.l! wa~ the 
only policy to be followed." 

The protestations of loyalty by Indian notables. in Britain 
were but an echo of even louder declarations of support for the 
Empire in India. "fn public," as lawaharlal Nehru wrote, "Ioud 
shouts of loyalty to BritaiJl filled the air. Most of this shouting 
was done by tbe ruling princes. and some of it by the upper mid
dle classes who came into contact with the government. To a 
slight extent the bourgeoisie was also taken in by the brave dec
larations of the Allies about democracy and liberty and the free· 
dam of nationalities. Perhaps, it was thought, this might apply 
to India also, and it was hoped that help rendered then to Britain. 
io. her hour of peed, might meet with a suitable reward later. In 
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any event, therc was no choice in the matter, and there wa.~ no 
other safe way; so they made the best of a bat! job." 

Thj~ is broadly an accurate assessment of the \vay in which 
the Congress, 100, reacted to the situation at the outbreak or the 
War. though anybody attending its Twenty~ninth session at Mad~ 
ras would have carried :'1\\'oy the impression that the Congress 
leadership was not just making the best of a bad job but lining 
itself behind the British Govcrnment hean nnd ::.oul. At any rate, 
in his presidential addl'ess Bhupendranath Ba::.u-al one stage 
the name of Lajpat Raj had been put up for presid.ency, but e\li~ 
dently it was thought that he was at best lukewarm about the 
policy of llilconditional support for the British war effort-set a 
tone of perfervid loyalty to the Empire. lawaharlal Nehru, after 
his fir:>t taste of Bhupelldranath's oralory at Bankipore had des
cribed him as "an aggressive talker." And so he may have been. 
But his eloquence could plumb depths of aT! unctuousness which 
verged on sychophancy that must have made some at least 
among his audience at Madras feel a little queu5y as, for insl~ 
ance, when he said: 

India has recognised Ihat, at this supreme cri~is in the life 
of the Empire, she should take a part worthy of herself 
and of the Empire in which she has no mean place. She 
is now unrolling her new horoscope, written in the blood 
of her sons, in the presence of the nssembled nations of 
the Empire and ciaimillg the fulfilment of her destiny. 

It was more tJl,\n ::l. terminological inexactitude to speak of 
India having recognised that she must unroll a new horoscope in 
the blood of ber SOIlS. Nobody had troubled to consult India 
when declaring the War on her beh'llf. As Lajpat Rai was to write 
in his autobiographical piece fourteen year)O after the event 
though he may not have been thinking of Bhupendranath Bas.u 
exclusively, '<It is easy for public men to vote away millions of 
men and money as a genclOus gesture of chivalry without mak
ing any (ems but this only proved their political inability". Bhu~ 
pendranath, however, om cuntenl with assuming consent on the 
part of India, "strong in her men, strong in her fi.tith", 10 part;· 
cipate in a war that was not of her own choosing, wns 
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<:ontcmpluou~ly dismissive of anyone who did not share his 
enthusiasm ror the defence of the Empire, "What docs it matter," 
he said in the concluding: part or his address. "if ,1 solitary 
raven cwuks from the sand banks of the JUlllnH and the Ganges? 
I hear it pot. My cars arc Jillc<J with the music oflhe mighty rivers, 
!lowing int~) the sea ~catterillg the me~sage of the future." 

It i$ diflkult to identify "the solitary raven" whom he had 
heard croaking in dissonance '\\'ith the music of the mighty 
rivers" from the sumi banks of "fhe Junm<t and the Gange,;," 
But as Lajput Rai has related "the only two men who raised a 
Iceble voice against the givillg away of lndiull money an.d lildian 
men were the late Bal Gangadhar Tiluk and Pandit Madan Mohan 
Ma!aviya." Did BhupcIldranath Bnsu have either of tho.ie two 
men in mind'? It must remain a matter for conjecture. What is 
not a matter for guessing is that Tilak had been brought back 
from Mandalay and rcJea~ed at the dead or night at his house 
on June 17, 1914. a few we~k<;. before he had compleTed hb full 
term of impris.onment. 

He was. of course. not quite the man that he was in 1908. 
He was already past fifty whcn he was deported to Mandalay; 
fifcJ~cight when he was set fre~. Six years spent b.;:hind tile mas~ 
sive walls of {he Fort at Malldalay were not exactly a re~[-eure for 
a Jiabetic even Ihougil he was put in a part or the detention area 
reserved for Europe:w pri~one.!'l, and his scntenc:: had been 
cJlanged from hard labour to on': of simple jmpri~\lnment. The 
~onditions were tough. Subha,> Ch,andra Bo~e, who was him~elf 
10 be loded up in the same Fort in 1925. de,cribeJ the room 
iT, which Tilak was lodged as a '"horrid cage", This only under
lines hi~ abundant moral and physical courage. For whell G.S, 
Khaparde, wht) WilS al the time in London and persumahly on 
hints from British aUlhoritie~, soun.ded Tilak in a tetler written 
in May I gog. whether he wtJuld be willing tll accept release on 
certain conditions. he dt..'<'lint'd {he suggestilm because he did not 
think the conditions wouJJ be sUI.:h JS he could hOllnurably ac
t;epL He wrote back to Khaparde that having t;omidereJ the 
111<11 tJ,'r fully he had "ClHllC Lo the condll~,ion {llat it [acc.::pting CU!\

llitionul release] is inconsistent with all my Ilnlccedents. In raet [ 
shall be undoitlg my lif!!'s work thereby:' 

Physical hardsllip~ or !iCe in detentioll apart. he was {o $ulle-r 
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a terrible intimate blow. Early in Junc 191 2 hi~ wifc died. Hc took 
the blow stoically as he did his other misfortune~. Indeed. accord· 
ing to one of his bingwphers, Ram Goral. "when he rcad the 
telegram [conveying the news of her death] there- were hardly any 
signs of grief on his face," But grief which we try to conl.."eal is 
often in Ihe end more deadly and [ike "a worm ill the bud ... eats 
the heart away." As he wrote to his nephew Dhondo Pant. 
"Your wire was a very great and heavy blow. 1 am used to take 
my misfortunes calmly; but {confess that the present shook 
me .... What grieved me most is my enforced absence from 
her side at [his criIical time. But this was to be alw:t}s fea
red .... One chapter of my life is dosed and I am afraid it won't 
be long before another will be." 

It was a rare descent into self-pit)' for him. but whatever may 
be thought of his estimate of the antiquity of {he Vedas, his esti· 
ma.te of his own life expectancy was to turn out r.ot far wrong. 
Tn his reply to Khaparde at the end of May 1909, he had said: 
"1 am already 53 years. Tf heredity al,d average health be .lIlY jn
dication of the longevity of a man. J do not hope to live at best 
more than ten years more." The premonitory feeling that his 
time was strictly limited. perhaps, accounts for a certain strain of 
caution that was discernible in his actions immediately after his 
release and that had not been so noticeable before. 

Possibly tJlere was also another reaSon why he did not want 
to make any hasty or impulsive move. What has been diagnosed 
as the Rip Van Winkle syndrome is almost unavoidable for any 
active political leader who has been forced to live in exile or 
prison. away from the main battle arena. for a lengthy period. 
Stone walts may not a prison make nor .iron bars a cage, but they 
do in some degree breed a sense of isolation which undermine\i. 
certitudes and sureness of political touch, especially when there is 
awareness that no sustaining and organised mass struggle is go
ing on outside. This was the case with Tilak and he recognised 
it publicly in so many words in one of his speeches after his relea
se. Much water had Rowed down the Ganga and the Yamuna 
during the six years that he was kept incommunicado in the Fort at 
Mandalay as His Imperial Majesty's guest. Moreover. {he shadow 
ofa World WarWas already lengthening and, as lawaharlal Nehru 
noted, "politicswere at a low ebb in India". Tilak could not at all 
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be sure of how much of his old following, never organised into a 
proper purty or movemen.t before the Goverument struck at him, 
'was still with him. 

But he need not have nad arlY doubts on this count. Even the 
British authorities were taken aback at the welcome he received 
within u few days of the news spreading that he was free. On 
the basis orc.!. D. reports they hud assumed "that some time 
must elapse before he can regain his former influence:' The fact 
was that, at least ill so far as Maharashtra was concerned, there 
had never been any waning of his influence. But he did sound a 
note of doubt while addressing one of the public meetings in 
Poona held to congratulate him on his return, "When after six 
years' absence, I return and begin my acquaintance with the 
world," l1C sakI, "1 find mys.elf in the position of Rip Van Winkle. 
I was kept by the authorities in such rigorous seclusion that it 
seems that they desired that I should forget the world and be for
gotten by it. However. I have not forgotten the people, and I 
am glad to notice that ute people have not forgotten me:' He 
went on to declare that he was "willing and ready to serve them 
in the same capacity as [ did six years ago, though, it m.ly be, 
I shall have to modify the course a little." 

His hint that he might have to modify his course a little ga,,'e 
rise to all kinds of speculation and rumours, It was said, for 
imtance, (llat he was going to withdraw from active politics and 
devote himself to literary and philosophical pursuits. This story 
had some verisimilitude in so far as his enforced leisure ill Man
dalay had been devoted to the writing of his commentary on the 
Gila and drawing up a programme of future religious and phil
osophical study and writings. Again, ,t story appeared in the 
Press that he intended to go to England and spend several years 
in Europe. The only substance to Ihi~ story was that a book con~ 
t<lining grossly libellous inSI[luations again'it Titak had beett pub
lished in Britain- -Valentine Chirors The Inilian Unrest-by 
Macmillan & Co in 19JO while he was in prison ill Matldalay 
Forc He had \10 opportunity to read it (JI' even "See it while in 
prison, When he read it on his release, he wrote 10 Chirol to with
draw the charges he had made against him and 10 make suitable 
amends. This Chirol refused to do and Tilak decided to file a 
deramation suit against Chirol in England thinking, wrongly 
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as. it turned out, tJm! he was more likely 10 get ju~tke in ,1 court 
in Britain thun in India. The case was. \0 necesjitate his going 
to London, but that was not to be (ill almost five year:) later and 
after the War. But rumour as usual had anticipated the event. 

What he probably had in. mind when he ~poke \)1' modifying 
his course a liUle \'iUS something very different-holding out some 
kind of an olive branch to the Congress. Tilak was nothing if 
not a polilica! realist e\'en though he had the reputation of being 
an impatient ideali~t. His Nationalisl group and the Congress 
Continuation Committee he had set up before his arrest in June 
1908, he knew. did not add up to a great deal for all their militancy 
in speech. At all eve!\(s. they were largefy based in Malla
rasl1tra. with some following in Nagpur and stray individual 
supporters elsewhere. With all its shortcomings. jl~ constitutional 
allergy to public agitation beyond passing resolutions and send~ 
ing deputations to England. Congress remained lhe only po
tentially effective vehicle for any natiotlWide movemenl for achiev~ 
ing substantive political ends. CL'Tt:liniy. such ends could not be 
achieved tllrough sporadic acts of revolutionary violence w11ich 
undoubtedly created a measure of radical ferment among the 
yomh but also provided tbe British with an alibi for ~trengthen~ 
ing the apparatus of repression and, moreover. could serve them 
as yet another convenient pretext for stalling on the growing 
national demand fOf representative insti{Utions for which even a 
body of opinion in Britain was calling. 

Tilak seems to have believed {hat it was lime to bury the 
hatchet 'lnd make a serious attempt to compose his ditlerences. 
with the Congress leadership arld reinsert himself into the main~ 
stream of Indi:m politics rather {han condemn himself for the rest 
of his life to operating: indfectually on the frinse of it. It was not 
as jf these differences were as wide and fundamental as they ap~ 
peared when magnified by partisan passions genera led hy the 
Sural rumpus. In the solitude of his cell at Mandalay he llad. 
perhaps. thought over the whole episode and realised that his 
tactics at Sun\! had played infO the hands of his opponents. The 
sticking~point, ultimately, had been on. a question of procedure 
rather than principle. At least Lajpat Rai believed that lIe had 
persuaded Tilak to accept a compmmisc and that it was only the-
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wilder spirits in the Tilak camp who had frustrated his efforts. 
Could not s.omet.hing like that compromise solution be revived '/ 

Towards the end (If November 1914 Tilak sent It circular 
lelter to his supporters to sound them whether they would 
be agreeable to a compromise. He told them that on the Con· 
gre55 side, too. there had been feelers for exploring the ground 
for a reconciliation, This was true. A new alld very dynamic 
personality had entered the Congress~Annie Besant. She was in 
every sense of the term a most remarkable woman, aIle of the 
great figures which 111e lirst wave of the movement' of women's 
emancipation that begarl in tjle West towards the end of the 18th 
century produced. Tntellectually and politically she had travelled 
a (ong wuy~from free thought Illlder the influence of Bradlaugh 
and Edward Avcling to Theos.ophy under Madame B1avatsky, 
from Socialism to identification. with the movement for self .. 
government for India. She had heen always sympathetic to the 
Congress and even believed that it had origiru'lted at a Theo
sophical Convention. [n 1914 she finally decided to join it-and 
that meant livening it up with the erronnous kinetic energy that 
she possessed combiT1ed with an obstinate will and in.exhaus· 
tibJe reserves of determination. She was convinced that the situa
tion, especially after the outbreak of the War, made a united 
Congress imperative and slJe threw herself whole·hcartedly into 
the task lIf bringing about a healing of the breach. To this end 
she and N. Subb<l RHO Pantulu, one of the two General Secre
taries of the Congress, went to Paona in the first week of Decem· 
ber to talk things over with both Tilak and Gokhale who had 
returned from Britain only a week before. 

It proved to be a harder and more complex task than she 
had imagined, Ostensibly, the main difficulty was that the Cons· 
titution adopted by the Congress at Calcutta in 1911 was ~pecifi· 
cally designed by the moderate leadership to ensure that "extre
mists" or Radicals would not get themselves ele<:ted as delegates 
with the iuett ot' capturing the organisation from within through 
a kind of coup like the one allegedly auempted at Sural which 
came unstuck. Article XX of the COJl)titu!ion laid down that 
only organi5ution'> and a%ociations which explicitly accepted the 
Congrc$S creed as defined in the first Article of the Constitu· 
lion-that is, the goal of sC\f~govemment within the Empire to 
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be achieved through constitutional means-would be entitled to 
c1ect delegates to the Congress. This s.eemed a perfectly logical 
and re,lsonabJe condition on the assumption that tJle Congress 
was jusl a political party. not wJwl in effect it was and continued 
10 be. for a long time to come-a broad consensual national tri~ 
bUlle. a rasselt/blc'f1II!rIt of often disparate interests but bound 
together by an overriding common aspiration. TiJak wanted the 
rules under Article XX to be modified to enable some of the 
associations he controlled, like the Sarvajanik Sabha which had 
taken part in (he genesis of the Congress. but had since come 
under his radical influence. to elect delegates 10 tIle Congress. 

Rather surprisingly, Gokhale was agreeable to some modi~ 
ncatioll ofthe rules to make them mort flexible. Annie Besant 
went to Tilak and j1is friends, among them G.S. Khaparde. Dr. 
B.S. Moonje. N.C. Kelkar and J$. Karandikar. Dr. Moonje. 
who perhaps was not vcry enthusiastic about the idea or a com~ 
promise and later was 10 drift into the communalist camp, 
wanled to know whether Pherozeshah Mehta approved of the 
compromise acceptable to Gokllale. There was some point 10 
Dr. Moonje's query. Pherozeshah Mehta had not been taking a 
very active part in the affairs of the Congress and had 110t attend
ed any Congress session since he declined to preside over it at 
Lahore in 1909. But he was still a power in the Congress, an 
emimmce gl'ise who wielded much influence. [n his. own 
way, he was a political purist and had been dead set against the 
idea of blurring the issue and opening the doors of the Congress 
to men who accepted its creed for tactiml reasons but had no in.
tenlian of abiding by ir. He told Subba Rao Pantulu lhal the 
compromise formula was not acceptable to 11im. 

Subbu Rao conveyed this to Gokhalc in Poonu. What fol~ 
loweu was to become shrouded in u bitter conlrovcrsy. Gokhale 
wm; bound 10 pay great allcntion 10 PherozesJlah Mel1ta's view~ 
who was not only an cider ,.tatesman of the Congress but Lo whom 
he owed a great deal I'm helping him in. 11is political career. 
Gokhale therefore decided [0 cal! on Tilak as Tilak had called on. 
him carlier <It lhe Servants of India Society'S headquarters. 11t 
his I<llk wilh Tilak, Gokhale. according to Dhananjay Keer in 
his LoktIfJ1ttllya T{faf.:.. "tried to impress upon l1im Ihe desirahi
lilY of Jl1S not entering the Congress as he thought TlIak and the 
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ModenHes would no! hit it off together." Tilak, it seems. took 
it rather hard. Keer adds: "Tilak lold Gokhale that thc Congress 
was liol the property of anyone Pany. It belonged to the nation. 
He wt)ulJ prepare the country first and then capture the 
Congress." 

ff, indeed, Kccr's version is correct, then it is revealing. Talk 
of "capturing the Co"gress" was hardly calculated to reassure 
Gokhale about Tilak's plan.~ and intentions. But the meeling 
appears to have ended on one of those diverting and humane 
notes of irrelevancy wl1ieh constitute the bliss of Indian political 
life. Tilak, a diabetic, suffered from frequent eruptioll of pimples 
{)n his head. Ookhale, himself a diabetic, says Keer, "suggested 
to Tilak to apply Rasinol ointment to IJle pimple:. .... Tilak used it 
{o the end of his life." However, Rasinol ointment was not much 
use in curing the bad temper on THak's part that Gokhale's re· 
treat from the compromise formula had generated. 

Gokhale in a letter 1\1 Bhupendranath Basu. President-clect of 
the Madras. Congress. on December 14, a fortnight before the 
session was due to open. gave his version of the talks he had with 
Tilak. He told him that while he wa~ willing to see relaxation of 
the rules to meet Tilak's conditions. Tilakwasun.willing to accept 
the Congress policy of cooperation with the Government where 
possible anu opposition to it when and where necessary. Tilak 
wanted systematic and comprehensive opposition to the Govern
ment although within (:onsfitutional limits. "Tilak," Gokhale 
wrote. "wants to audre!'s only one demtllld to the Government 
here and to the British public in England, viz, for the concession 
or Self-Government to India, ami tHl that is conceded, he would 
urge Jlis countrymen, to have n.othing to do with either the public 
services or Legislative C(lUll.ciis and Local and Municipal Bodies. 
And by orgllllbing obstruction to GovernrnelH in evcry possible 
direction within the limits or the law of the rand, he hopes to be 
able (0 bring the administration to a stand:<..till, and compel the 
authorities to capitulate. This is briefly his programme." 

In other words, as Gokhalc interpreted Tilak's position, it 
would have been tantamount to (otal boycott and obstructionism 
on the Irish model. Whether Ihis was .. Ill :.lccurate comtructioll. 
()11. Tilak's staa{] at the time is hard to say, II would J1ave not been 
-outrageous iftht'll h~ld been Ilis positiop. But obviously it was nc.lt 



234 rr-;D1AN NATIONAL CONGRESS-

compatible with membership of [he Congress. a:, it was, though it 
projected the shape of things to come. The matter came up at a 
meeting of the Subjects Commitlee of the Congress at Madras. 
Bhupendranath Basu who, again rather surprisingly, favoured 
unity moves. l1imsclf referred to Gokhalc's letter. Annie Besan.t 
who was keen. for lhe Reception Committee to invite Ti}ok Was. 
taken aback, She wired Tilak: ·'It is. said by opponents you 
favour boycoa of Government. r say yotl do 11.01. Wire which 
is truth (Reply prepaid)." Tilak's answer was: "I have Ile\er 
advocated boycott of Government. Prominent Nationalists [thal 
is. men of his persua~ionJ have served and are ~erving in Muni~ 
cipalities and Legislative Councils .md T have fully supported their 
action both privately and publicly." 

Ti!ak was furious with Gokhalc and. as Keer leUs us. said 
"that Gokhale had stabbed him in the dark and challenged him 
to publish his letter to Bhupendntnath. It was reported that he 
was about to resort Io his usual weapon of taking legal proceed
ings against Gokhale." Had GokhaJe, in faer, deliberately and 
purposely misrepresented him? Again, the amwer cannot be a 
clear "yes" or "no"', On the j~'lce of things, it is unlikely that 
Tilak had told Gokhale he wanted total boycott of the Govern
ment. Just then he was anxious not to get on the wrong side of 
Ihe au!llOritics. In fact within three weeks of the outbreak of the 
First World Waf he had issued a statement setting down his viev.'s. 
on the situation and 111S attitude toward~ the War and the British 
Government. 1t was meant partly to preempt any action by the 
authorities against him Ul"lder the Defence of India Regulations 
that had been proclaimed post-haste to smother any unrest and 
opposition to war errort. Partly il ·was intended as a rebuttal of 
the libelJous statements made in Va!entineChirol's book The Indiall 
Ullrew connectillg him with terrorist murders, produced with "he 
cooperation and connivance of the British aUfhorities ill India, 
and agajn~t wJlich he was contemplating legal aclion in. Britain. 

In his statement he descrihed as "nasty and totally ullfounded" 
the charges which Chirol had leveJled aguill':'t him. "I may 
Male once for all," he declared, "[hat we are trying: in Tndia, 
as the Irish Home rull.'rs lmvc been doing in rreland, for u reform 
of the system of administration of Government. and not for the 
overthrow of Goventll1ent~ and I have no he3itation in saying that 
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the ,'lcts. of vLolence which Jlave heen committed in differef),{ parts 
of India arc not only repugmmt to me, but have, in my opinion. 
only unfortunately retarded to a great exteat. the pace of our 
political progress." And he went on to pay compliments to the 
British and their rule in India which, fOI' their "loyalisC setlmcntal 
gush, could not have been improved upon even by Bhupendra
nath Basu : 

It hils heerl well said that the British Rule is conferring 
ine-.limable benefit nn Imiia not only by its civilised me
thods of administratiort. but als.o thereby bringing together 
the dillererli na.tioaalities and races of Jadia, so that a uIli
ted Nation mny grow NIt of it ill course of time. I do 110t 
believe th:Jt if we had [lny other rulers except the liherly~ 
!ovmg Briti~h, they could have con~cived and assisted liS in 
developing !:>uch a nalional ideaL .. 

En.gland, as you know. has been compelled by the action of 
the German Emperor to lakc up arms in defence' of a weaker 
~rUle. At such u crisis il is. I firmly hold, the duty ()f every 
Indian. he he great or small, rich or poor, to support alld 
:lssbt his Majesty's Government. to the best of his ability. 

In the light of this statement. it is hard to believe thai TiJak 
would llilve told Gokhale that his policy aimed at a 10iai boycott 
of the British Government and all ils works. Nor, in fae!'. did 
Gokhale in his letter to Bhupcndranath Ba~u. use the word "boy
cott", But Gokhalc wa'i not far wrong. in suggesting that there 
were unstated reservation;; behind Tilak's acceptance of the Con· 
gre55 policy. E\'en Tilak's biographer, Keer, implies fhat there 
was. an clement or disingenuousness in the "loyalist" public pos
ture he had Hssumeu as "a matter of expediency," Indeed, he goes 
further <1I\d says: "The s.hrewd Mahratta tactics. shown by Tilak 
in issuing: the stHtement hud the desired effect. Shivtlji al~o had 
once wei/ten an appealing letter to Auranglcb to bring pre~sure 
011 the ruler of Bijapuf to release his father Shahaji. This wa~ not 
a policy of sllrrender. It was a tactical move. Government 
removed {he police chowkks and the watch, and Tilak became 
frce (0 move and work." 
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If this interpretation is true. then the pitch of ang.:r to which 
TiJak worked himself against GoklJale whom he denounced vio· 
Iently in an article in his paper. the Ke.\'ari, seems aJl the more inM 
defensible, Not only indefensible but cruel became Gokhale was a 
dying man and, though very hurt by the virulence ofTilak's attack 
on him, forbore to repay in kind, Gandhi. who had just returned 
to India. wus upset by Tiluk's denunciation of Gokhale and went 
to see iiiak at Poona to remonstrate with llim. After Gokha!c'., 
death within a few weeks oftllis COlltrovcrsy. Tilak was obviously 
slriken by remorse and paid Gokhnlc very high tribute at the cre
mation ground where people had cheered him on his arrival. He 
rebuked them and said: "This is not a time for cheers. This is a 
time for shedding tears. This diamond of India, this jewel of 
Maharashtra, this prince of workers is laid to eternal rest on the 
funeral ground. Look at him, and try to emulate him. Everyone 
or you s.hould place his life as a model to be imitated .... " 

The controversy and the polemics to which it gave rise made 
it impossible for the Reception Committee at Madras 10 invite 
Tilak to the session and his biographer says he "could not afford 
to be a mere spectator and waste his time," As a result the "loya
list" sentiment could find uninhibited expression, Bhupendra~ 
nath Basu's presidential address set the tone which was su~tain~ 
cd by other delegates, with_ the exception of Annie Resant wlw 
strU<.:k a note of' dignified seU:'assurance and almost of defiance: 
"India." she said, "does not chaffer with the blood of her sons 
and the proud tears 01' her daughters in es.change for so much 
liberty, ror so much right. India claims the right, as a nation, 
to justice among the peoples of the Empire. India asked for this 
before the war, India asks for it during the war, India will ask for 
it after Ill!! W;.Jr. but not as a reward but as- a right does she ask 
for il. On that there must he fi') mistake," 

This was quite a new accent, rarely heard at Co,l.gress sessions 
before. And she ctlntinued in the same vein when she spo\..e in 
the context orllle resolution on the treatment of Indiun') in other 
parb. of the British Empire and which for the first lime laid dllwn 
the principle of reciprocity. "Whatever a Colony does towards 
l1'.dia:' she said, "Iet the Govefllmcnt of India do that towards 
Ih<lt Colony, Thut is (he rule and n{)thing less than that will sali~~ 
fy the sen.timent of the people of fndia, for it has to b", renw!11b,':;'ed 
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tha! Iltdla i~ growing in the SCllS\: of her own. Jignity .. 
H.N. Kuuzru underscored Annie Besant's argument by saying. 

"If once the Indian Government notify that aliens in India will be 
lrcated in the same way as Indi;:tns are treated elsewhere, 1 have no 
doubt that it will exercise a gr{:<lt rcsrraininginRuence on them. Be
sides sHch a ~olution will Jlave the clement OfCqU,llity about it 

Hers was the boldest v()ic~' heard in the compound of DOllC

tott House, Nungambakkam. where the Congress pavilion had 
b<:el1 sel up. For the rest Ille critical note was even more mUI
ed than before. The first resolution to be taken up on the second 
tiay or the session was one of "heartfelt and respectful sympathy" 
fOI' the Viceroy. Lord Hardinge, who had suffered a double be· 
reavemel1t-d.ealh of his wife after an oper:uion at the relatively 
young age of 46 and then, in December 1914, of his eldesl son 
Edward who was wounded in one of the earliest engagements in 
the War and did not recover. This resolution was followed by 
two other condolence resolutions mourning the deaths of veteran 
Congress workers, Ganga Prasild Varma, Amhalal Sakarlal Desai 
and Bishnup'lda Chatterjee. 

Then came the piece de fl'.\·i.rfWU·('. As India reported a month 
later, l:lrter the condolence.' resoluliom; had been duly llegoti~lted, 
Lord Pentland, Governor of Mtldras, entcred the pavilion ac
companied by his personal staff and wa:; conducted to a seat on 
tile dais near the Presiden!. Such an honour had not been besto
wed upon the Congress in the first three years of wh;:1l was a 
honeymoon period in the relationship between it and [he Govern
Illent. lndeed. as noted eMIJer. when it number of invitation cards 
had been sent out to 11igh officials for the Second session of the 
Congress at Calcutta, they had been politely returned on the 
ground that it would be improper for Government officials to 
attcnd a political gatl1ering. Presumably. just as Henri IV con
sidered Paris. worth a Mass, Pentland. no doubt under instructions 
from the Raj which employed him. thought that the Congress 
backing for the British cause in the War was worth. putting in a 
ceremonial appearance at Doneton House, Nungambakkam. 
All t11C twaddlc about the Congress representing no more than 
"a microscopic minority" was now conveniently lorgotten. In
stead, Pentland and his retinue could purr to their hearts' con
tent as they listened to assurances of unflinching loyalty to the 
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Empire frOIll Congress leaders who only a few years earli<."r 
were on the list of umlesirablc characters fit for depOrlation. 
including, the President attd Surendranath Ballerjea, 

The sound of purring could be heard from five thousal\d miles 
<lno mort.' away where lhe British media of the day which had 
been fixed in thoir attitude of hostility to the Congress since its 
incl."ptioT'., lapped up the fuls\lme language in which the resolution 
-number four on tho order paper-pledging the Congress' 
"profound devotion to the Throne, its unswerving allegiance to 
the British connection, artd its !irm resolve to startd by the Em
pire, at all hazards and al all costs" and placing on record "the 
deep sense of gratitude and tIle enthusinsm which the Royal 
Message, addressed to the Princes and People~ of India ... hus 
evoked throughout the length and breadth of the country .... " 
Even the Times soften.~d sufficiently to give the Congress t\ pal on 
the back. "The prc!lcnce of Lord Pentland, Governor of Mad~ 
ras," it WFott.. "was valued as a recognition of the successful 
issue of the etTorts of the Congress 10 keep Indian pl)litical 
growth on healthy lines." But Ihis approving nod was followed 
immediately hy aT'. admonition that it had better leave the func
tion of eriticislTl to the Legislative Cour.cih; "where adminis
trative topic~ can be clTective!y debated while the Congress dis
seminate.:; sound views on education, sanitation and economic 
advancement. The~c arc the questions really agitating the public 
mind. and no organisation that neglects them can reI air .. 
its validity," 

Tne Times would not have been so complaisant fOW:Hds. the 
CO;lsrcss if it had read the sixth resolutil)1\. The Congress. was 
no doubt as., if not more, sincere in its expressions of loyalty to 
the British Throne as Tilak was when he had issued his state
ment a few months earlier. But while it was interested in "edllca
tion, sanitation and economic advancement", it was not willing 
to steer clear of concern for what Ihe Times regarded as "admi
nistratiVe topics" and which it wanted the Congress not to med
dle with. Indeed. it seemed to believe thaI if the Indian soldiers 
Were considered ll! enough to die Olt "Flullders fields·' to which 
they were sent within a month or two of Ihe outbreak or hostili
ties, then they were el1titled to promotion h) higher ranb this 
si 1.: of the m;ean. For almost three decades il bad been Ulging 
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the Government to throw open higher ranks in the Army to 
Indi,ms and it felt that the War situation had reinf;}rced its argu· 
ment. So in resolution number six il urged on "the Govern· 
menE the necessity, wisdom, and justice" of opening up these 
ranks to ttlJians "and of establishing in tbe country Military 
Schools and Colleges where they may be (rained for a military 
.career as omc~rs in the Indian Army." More: it demalded that 
"in recognition of the cqU<11 rights of citizenship of tIle people 
of India with the rest of the Empire. and in view of their proved 
loyalty so unmistakably and spontaneously manifested, ~\n.d the 
~Irongly expressed desire of all classes and grades. to bear arms 
in the service of the Crown and of the Empire" the existing sys· 
tem of volunteering be reorganised "so a~ to enable the people 
-of this country, without distinction of race or class, ttl enlist 
themselves as dtizclHoldiers of the Empire." 

And the same logic was invoked to pre.~s horne all the other 
<lemands of the Congress reiterated year after year. including 
the call for devolution of political power. The tenth resolution 
appealed to the Government that "in view of the profound ami 
avowed loyalty" that the people of India had demonstrated 
"in the presonl crisis", it should remove "all invidious distin<;· 
tion5 here, and ahroad, between His Majesty's Indian and other 
subjects. by redL'Cming the pledges of Provincial Autonomy COil' 

tained in the De~patch of the 25th August, 1911. and by taking 
such meaS:.lres as may be Ilecessary for the recognition of India 
as a componenl part or a Federated Entpil'e. in the full and the 
free enjoyment of the rights belonging to that status." 

To make all these tall demands was all very well. To secure 
them or even to ensure serious consideration of them by the 
British Government was a tljjferent matter; and the mere fact 
th .. "'lt the GOVCI1l0r of Madras had condescended briefly t() attend 
its session was in itself no guaraotee thal such consideration 
w()uld be vouchsafed them. Increased political "clom" was need· 
cd for t1ml and far from gaining strength over the pa~l severa! 
years Yilality had scemed to be ebbing away from it. This was 
reflected in the progressive fall of attendance at its annlL'll ses· 
sious. At Karachi, it is true, the Congres..~ leaders had been able 
to delude themselves into thinking that the slow haemorrhage 
had been stanched. But this was through a statistical sleight. TIle 
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nllmber of delegates had been inflated by including all the mem
bers of the Reception Committee in the lotal. That trick could 
not be repeated with any conviction at Madras. Instead, the 
list of delegates there was packed by mustering local delegates. 
Out of fhe lotal representation of 866, 748 hailed from Madras 
and its environs. While it was pClfectly natural that the host 
Province SllOUld furnish the largest contingent, the dispropor
tion witnessed at Madras made hardly any sense. Of the remain
ing hundred and eighteen, Bombay and Sind accounted for fifty
four and Bengal thirty-eight. Tbe rest of India, it appeared, had 
contributed only 'twenty-six delegates-twelve from V.P" five 
from Berar. another five from Bihar, two from c.P., and none 
from the Punjab. Burma, which for some reason had once again 
started sending delegates to the Congress, accounted for the 
remaining two. 

At this rate the Congress raD serious danger of becoming 
a mere coterie of elderly rotarians with a past but no tomorrow, 
;.md drawn largely from Madras, Bombay and Calcutta. The 
Chairman of the Reception Committee, himself a Congress elder 
~tatesman, S. Suhramania Iyer, in his address of welcome
which, incidentally, had to be read out for him-had referred 
to the suggest.ion tbat with the establishment of Legislative Coun
cils the WMk of the Congress was over and it would be best for 
it 10 preside over its own dissolution. He did not agree with the 
suggestion, bul admitted that "for some IiUle time past. a certain 
waning of enthusiasm is observable among the Congress 
workers", though he saw "nothing abnormal in this." 

He had some ideas for getting over this difficulty. They had 
t() "arrange ror the carrying on of our work throughout the 
year system<.llkaJ1y." As a first step towards it, he wanted the 
money to be raised for the purpose. To this end he suggested 
the setting up of a hody, "under the designation of Congress 
supporters or the like". each member paying a fee of Rs. 2S an~ 
nually. "1 presume," he said, "it will not be difficult to find in 
each province a few hundred of such subscribers." In his prefa
tory remarks he hud yet annther and rather engaging suggestion 
to make and. in particular, to the youth. "I trust," he said. "that 
the many able young men of the rising generation who are thirsting 
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to serve the country us Congressmen wil! diligently cultivate the 
art of effective speech, lWt of rapid eloquence," 

The trouble, however, was that not m,my able "young men 
of the rising generation" were "thirsting to serve the country as 
Congressmen." Some of them, as invariably happens when l'Stab~ 
lished political formations become 100 respectable and lethargic. 
were being attracted by small groups of beyond~thc-fringe re-
volutionary groups which had connections with like~minded 
groups among the Indian diaspora in the West and even the Far 
East. Even the less romantic among the youth found a leader 
like THak Jlolitically more attractive however counter~reforma~ 
tory his ideas on social issues which led him to oppo$e tooth 
and nail the Age of Consent Bill and other measures of social 
reform. might have been. Tilak, as we know from his biogra· 
pher, Keer. had told the General Secretary of the Congress be· 
fore the Madras session that he intended {() launch a Horne Rule 
League. Annie Besant, whose preoccupation with The()sophy 
and other religious pursuits could not absorb her nbundant 
energy, was also thinking of starting It similar enterprise. 

It was, therefore, not accidental lilal the Chairman (If the 
Reception Conunittcc had come forward with suggesLions for 
reviving the enthusiasm of the Congress workers and propos
ed organisational reconstruction, or III least reinforcement. 
and chan~s in its working methods. He and other Congress 
leaders were aware of the genermioll gap thaI was widen
ing between the Congress and the new generation ana knew 
that time was not on their side. But quite apart from their re
flexive dislike of any innovations, they had hemmed themselves 
in by inflexible rules laid down in the Constitution they had de
signed deliberately to keep the "extremists" out. These required 
changing. 

There came the rub. A resolution was moved at Madras to 
amend the Constitution and espet.-;a!ly Article XX. The discus
sion in the Subjects Commiu(..'e on the two amendments propos
ed by Annie Be~nt was lively and he<,.ted. BUI nothing was ded~ 
ded at that Congress session, Illsteld, it was resolved that amend
ments "be retcrrcd by the General Secretaries of the Congress to a 
Committee consisting ofthrce members, to be nominated by ea';h, 
Provincial Congress Committee; with the GcnC"idl Secretaries 
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as ex»officio members." The Committee was to meet at a tune 
and place of its own choice though to be fixed "in consultation 
with the Secretaries of the Provincial Congress Commiuces." 
And it was to report "to the AII»Jndia Congress Committee in 
regard to the said amendments for such action, if any, as the AII
India Congress Committee may deem fit to suggest to the next 
Congress." 

The setting up of the committee to report on Annie Besant's 
amendments was plainly a stalling device and essay in procras
tination to see how the country reacted to THak's agitational 
methods_ But it was soon t~, becoll"l.e clear tlmt the ground swell of 
opinion in favour of closing the ranks of Indian nationalism and 
presenting some kind of a united front to the Raj was mounting. 
lndeed. in a very real sense the first phase of the Indian National 
Cmgrcss ended with the .. .lUtbreak of the First World War 
and its. Twenty-ninth session at Madras. It ended not only be
cause the War. which for the combatants was only politics by 
other means, ineluctably altered the coordinates wllhln which 
the Indo-British argument and litig-ation h.td developed. It end
ed because the road along which the Congress leadership had 
uavelled for ncady three decades was trailing off into sand. Tht:. 
path into the future was not at all visible and, perhaps, had still 
10 be found us, too, the pathfinder. 

The truest and mOst valid assessm.ent of what had been achiev
ed during this first phase was made by one who wa" one of the 
most lucid ideologues of tile Con!!ress during this period nnd 
who combined a most rare intelligence with a singular freedom 
from conceit. "It will 110 doubt be given to our countrymen of 
future genemtions," Gokhalc said. "to serve India by their sue
'cesses. We of the present generation must be content to serve 
ller mainly by our failures." Future generations. too, were to 
haw their failures but whether they were 10 be of as much service 
wlndia as lhose which Gokhale had it mind is another question. 



CHAPTER IX 

SURAT IN REVERSE 

Death look a heavy and tragically selective toll of Congre.';S 
leadership in 1915, In qukk succession it struck down three 
of its former Presidetlts~Pherozes1tah Mehta. Sir Henry Cotton 
and Gopal Krishna Gokhale. Each one of them in his own way 
had contributed in a generous measure to the building of the 
IIl.dian National Congress and influenced its outlook and poH
des. Pherozeshah Mehta, of course, was one of tJ1c founding 
fathers of the Congress and although in recent years he Ilad not 
been seen at its annual sessions, remained a force to reckon with 
in its inner councils. Sir Herrry Cotton, an Englishman born in 
India, had presided OVer lile Congress session in 1904 and was 
one of the first among Ihe few British who identified themselves 
with the aspirations or the Indian people and had been active in 
the work of the British Committee of the Indian National Con
gress with Sir William Wedderburn. Dadabhui Naoroji and 
other~. 

However. both Cotton u!1d Mellta, who died within eight 
days of each other a few weeks before the Thirtieth session of 
the Indian National Congress was due to open in Bombay, had 
completed their three score years and ten. Tn a way, thererore, 
it could be said thut their future already lay behind them. But 
not so with Gokhalc. When he died at Poona on f'ebruary 19. 
1915, he had still not quite completed his forty-ninth year. If 
this was not generally realised, it was because of his rather pre
ciou;; accomplishments, the wel!-meriled reputatiolt for maturity 
('If judgement that J1C enjoyed and the aura of s.eason'!'d states
man<;hip which "llrrollnded him, He was only thirty-nilt'! when 
he was called upon to preside over the Congress at its Twenty
first session at Benan\~ at a most critical moment in the tife of the 
nation when ClIrzon's decision to impose [he Partition of Bengal 
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had set into motioll tIle first major wave of turbulence since 
1857. He was thus the youngest man to be elevated to thut high 
office in tIle prc-illdependence period. For both lawaharlal 
Nehru and Subhas Chandra Bose, though they were regarded 
as personifying the youth of the country, were a year Of two older 
than Gokhale wIlen they were elected to Congress presidency in 
1929 and 1938 respectjvely. 

Gokhale's death. therefore, was a greater loss to the Congress 
if it were at all possible-and permissible-to establish any valid 
comparative measure applicable in so intangible and impon
derable a context. Loss. not only to the Congress. but to the 
whole movement of enlightenment in India hinging on the pro
gress of liberal political and social thought. For, in his case. 
perhaps, the best had yet to come, It was only ten years before 
his death, in June 1905 and six months before he presided over 
the Benaras Congress, he had founded the Servants of India 
Society. He had done so, not because he wanted to imtitution
alise II cult of personality centred on himself as such societies 
tend to~and not only in India. Rather it was because he real
ised as most liapient Indian leaders, from Rammohun Roy to 
our own day, have realised, that the movement of political eman
cipa1ion needed to be synchronised and interlocked with the effort 
at social reformation if lndian nationalism were not to degene
rate into chauvinism of the most pernicious ki"d~thal which is 
rounded with confessional bigotry. 

At any rate j1(;' intended the Servants of Ittdiu Society to be a 
truly secular order or brotherhood of service. cutting across 
all divides of eaMe and creed and conres~ion ar,d dedicated 10 
work for India, That was what its members wer.: required to 
pledge themselves to and, during his lifetime and for sometime 
after, the society did live up to that promise. But had he lived 
longer and been able to give it uninterrupted attention instead 
of having to spread himself over what Edwin Montagu dexribed 
as "an almost unlimited field or activity", it is cOI",ceiv!-Ible that 
it might have struck deeper roots and provided a wider focus of 
idealism in the country, 

It is interesting and significant that a man like Jinnah, before 
private and public frustrations soured and introvetted his mind, 
admitted to his ambilion of b<xoming: a Muslim Gokhale. What is 
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even more interesting and significant is that Gandhi, intellee· 
waUy and temperamentally of a very ditferent kidney, took him 
to be his mentor or "master" (as he called him) rather than 
Tilak who possessed great pers.onal magnetism. Why? Gandhi 
was to explain it in a speech at Suntiniketan on the morrow of 
Gokhale's do:uh: "His coasdencC' ruled every nclion of his life. 
He did not wear it on his steeve, he worc it in his lleart. ... His last 
words to those members of the Servants of Jrldia Society who wefe 
with him were: 'I do not wallt any memorial or tiny statue. I want 
only that men should Jove tlleir country and serve it with their 
live.~·.< .. lt was through service that he learnt to know his own 
nature and to know his country. His love for lItdia was truthful 
and therefore he wanted nothing for India which he did not want 
for humanity a[so. It was not blind love, for his eyes were open 
to her faults and failings .... 1 was in quest of a really Iruthful hero 
in India and [ found him in Gokhalc .... " 

Stran.gely enough, somebody working from a very different 
premise and himself almost a stranger to India, formed a very 
siOlil~u assessment of Gokhalc's personality. Among the many 
tributes paid to Gokhalc by leading British public figures, in
duding Curzon and ere-we. which India published the week after 
his d .. ath was one by Ramsay MacDonald who had worked with 
him on the Royal Commission on Public Services if' India whose 
report. MacDonald lamented, "he wi!! never sign", It struck 
a remarkably perceptive note of which the Mahatma would have 
approved: 

He belonged to that race of Indians who retain that dignity 
of mind and spirit which come from an unassailable belief 
in their own race and its destiny. 

He knew the West, its powers and its kingdoms. No one 
paid a more wholche-arted homagt~ to ils attainment. But 
lle knew the East, too. The breath of the life of his Mother 
India was his own breath of life. Jealously he guarde..:l her 
reputation, faithfully he sought to remove her defects. 
Where she had fallen, he sought to uplift her; where she had 
triumphed, he sougllt to praise her ... , His knOWledge, his 
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resources, his nimbleness, his persistence, his authority, 
have been a source of endless wonder to me .... 

May his resting place remain in the affectionate heart of 
his people. He would desire no other shrine. May his 
work inspire tllOsC who llave to step in and fill the place he 
has left vacant. He would have prayed fOT no other 
resurrection. 

It can serve no purpose to speculate what he might or might 
not have contributed to the building of India if he had been spa
red another ten or fifteen years. But it is not impertinent to wg~ 
gest that his. voice wou!d have enormously strengthened and 
encouraged the forces of reason and reconciliation when the irra" 
tional and divisive strains in Indian body-politic were begil1nin.g 
to acquire a certain. morbidily: that his benign personality would 
have provided a bridge of understanding across the chasms of 
gratuitous mistrust and incomprehension which were opero.ing 
up in rndia's body-social in the 1 920s under the stress of political 
;:tnd economic competitiveness articulated largely along copfes
siona! lines. But that was not to be. He had never enjoyed robust 
health since his fall at Calais when he had seriously strained his 
heart. There were (he complications of diabetes. He needed to 
husband his meagre physical resources most carefully. But be 
was unsparing of himself, especially during the last few months 
of his life whetl .. in addition to his other commitments, he was 
working on the draft of his Reform Scheme. He was having uouts 
of cardiac asthma and the abusive campaign which Tilak's paper. 
the Kesar;, was relentlessly carrying out against him was hardly 
calculated to bring him any relief in an ailment which is now re
cognised to be in. no small part psychosomatic. As he told Subba 
Rao Pantulu: "The Kf'sari in particular has been pressing the 
accusation against me with a virulence of which r can give you no 
idea. I have carried forbearance to its extreme limit and it is im
possible for me to keep silent any longer:' 

But siiei'l.Cc was imposed UpOl1 him by the great Silen.cer. 
Gandhi who had seen him in Poona a week before his death 
told his audience at Santiniketan: "Doctors repeatedly advis
ed J1im to retire from work but he did not listen to them. He 



SURAT IN REVERSE 247 

said, "None but death can separate me from work:' Nor did 
he allow himself to be. He compJcted his draft and sent copies 
of it to the Aga Khan and Pherozeshah Mehta on February 17. 
Forty-eight hours later he was no more. 

The Thirtieth session of Ole Indian National Congress opened 
under the shadow of the death of three of its most inOuential 
veterans. To this was added the death of Keir Hardie who had 
visited lIldia and was. among the pioneers of the British Labour 
movement who had deeply interested himself in the alfairs of 
India·-and inevitably the Congress. Indeed. the first four re
solutions on the order paper at Bombay were condolence resoluw 

lions. Dinshaw Waeha as the Chairman of the Reception. Comw 

mittec rcferrcti to the cruel losses which the Congress had suf .. 
fered ill his address of welcome. "The whole country," he said. 
"'aments the death or these three great pillars of the Congress, 
alld its people smite their breasts with cruel blows .... Never be
fore hat! we to mourn such a triple tragedy ... :' 

But the living bury or burn their dead and get Oft with the 
business. of living. The Congress, moreover. was under some 
challenge. This was parny because ofTilak who had not aJtowed 
any grass to grow under his feet after his relense. He had been 
very active and in. May t915 had carried out a fairly impressive 
muster of his supporters. A conference of the "Nationalist Party" 
was held at the Kirloskar Theatre in Poona under the presidency 
of Joseph Baptista, a dose associate of Tilak, who ga\'e a call 
for the setting up of a Home Rule League and for propaganda 
to be systematically carritd out in Britain, presumably in compe
tition with the work of the British Committee of the Indian 
National Congress under Wedderburn which Tilak regarded as 
too timid and. though for tactical reasons he did not say so. ex
cessively "loyalist". 

Tilak was not the only poHticalleadcr who wanted to set up a 
Home Rule league. The idea had occurred to olhers, too. Annie 
Bcsant. for one. fn her case. and especially in her later years, tlle 
prima donna complex. w'1s very much there. Although she had 
joined the Congress the previous year. ,hc seemed 10 hanker after 
a captive organisation of her own tailor-made to suit her per
sonality. In Septerr.'bcr 19)5 she mad ... a speech which hinted this, 
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am' later that n;.onth in Iler paper Nl!lI' llldiashe announced: 

After conversation in India and correspondence with 
England, which have been going on for many montJls. and 
the beginning ofwhkh goes back to discussions held last year 
with some English politicians and sympatllisers with India, it 
has been decided to start a Home Rule League, with 'Home 
Rule for India' as its only object. as an auxiliary to the 
National Congress here and its British committee in 
England, the special function of the committee being to 
educate the EnglisJl democracy in relation to India and 
to take up the work, which Charles Bradlaugh began and 
which was prematurely struck out of his hands by death. 

These stirrings must ]laVf rung a mild bell of alarm in the 
moderate Congress circles and made them sit up and take notice. 
Already at Madras there had been admonitions from the plat. 
form that somnolence would nol do and for COfl.gressmen to 
work at the grassroots, to create -primary Congress bodies where 
they did not exist, and reinforce them where Illey existed. And in 
some degree these admonitions had been heeded. At least a 
Congress report claimed that "during the year [1915J. a zealous 
endeavour was made,~majnly wilh the wiHing services 
of members of the Servants of India Society~to widen the 
recruiting grolmd for the Congress by organising District Com~ 
mittees wherever they did not exist, especially in the Town and 
Island of Bombay, the vast area of which was parcelled out into 
Congress. Districts corresponding in most cases to the Municipal 
Wards of the city. This made it possible for a much larger number 
of delegates to be returned by the Electorate in the Province of 
Bombay in accordance with the Constitution of the Congress 
tJJan \\(luld ctberwise llave been the case." 

This was certainly true. As at Madras, an overwhelming 
majority of tJ1C'. delegi.ltes~at leust two-thirds of the total-were 
from Bombay. If the delegates from the Sind region of Bombay 
were added to this number, Bombay's share would have lisen to 
almost three-fourth~. But unlike at Madms, other Provinces. 
had also done some work and each had contributed a somewhat 
larger number of delegates to the Bombay session. with the CX~ 
ccption of the PUllJub from where no delegate wa:; lisled. But 
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this muy have becnowing to some CHor in reporting. At all events 
the Bombay ~ession sct a new record 2.159. The previous highest 
figure recorded was 1,889 in 1889-a remarkable numerological 
coincidence-when the Congress met for the second lime in 
Bombay. But, then. the attraction had bccJ'1. Charles Brad!augh. 
There was no such star turn billed in 1915. 

On the contrary, both Gokha!e and Pherozeshah Mehta 
were dead. The latter was known as the "Lion of Bombav," 
Indeed, it wa'i he who had dictated the choice of Bombay for 
the fourth time in thirty years as the venue- for the annual ses
sion of the Congress. He had done so because he intended to 
oppose the strong current of opinion among the rank and file 
Congressmelt and Congresswomen for reuniting the Moderates 
and t.he "Nationalists" of the Tilak school of thought. As his 
biographer, H.P. Mody, puts il. "He was anxious to put an end 
once and for all to the manoeuvres which had been going on 
for some years to effect a compromise which he regarded as mis
chievous, and he was confidep.t that his personality and his im
mense influence in Bombay would carry everyt11ing before 
them," He not only dictated the choi .. :e of the venue. He also 
made sure that an extreme Moderate should preside over the 
Congress session-Sir Satyendra Pras~anna Sinha. the first rndian 
to be a member of the Viceroy's Executive Council and to be 
later ennobled and who styled himself as Lord Sinha of Raipur. 

However, says Mody, "fate conspired against Mehta." 
"The hand of the Reaper", liS Dinshaw Wacha was to lament 
in his. address of welcome, was to gather in Pherozeshnh Mehla 
on November 5. 1915, one of the father-figures among the Mode
rates. Dr. Pattabhi Sitaramayya, describing the plight of the 
Moderates, suys in his Jlistory of the Congress, "There was no 
Field~Marshal. no Generalissimo to lead thearll1Y .. " Leadership 
was almost passing from the Nation 10 tIle bureaucracy, Power 
had gone out or thc Moderates." His picture of the decrepitude 
nnd virtual impotence of the moderate leadership after t.he dis~ 
appe:Hancc of Goklwle and Mehta is a little overdrawn. There 
was still some fight left in tlle Moderates. This \las SllOWtl when 
Annie Besanl was only partially successful in gctting her suppor
ters elected as members or the Subjects Committee in Bombay 
and failed to get her way Oil her Home Rule resolution in spite 
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of her customary persis-tence in bringing up the issue both inside 
the Congress and outside at the meetings she had convened to 
discuss her plan for setting up a Home Rule League. 

It is even possible rj1at Pherozeshah Mehta's death had put 
the Moderates and especially the people of Bombay on their 
mettle to make the Bombay session a success as a homage to the 
man who had served them well and with dignity over decades. The 
public reception given to his choice for the President, S.P. Sinha. 
who had been reluctant to accept the crown, on his arrival and 
as he was taken in a procession to Ille Bombay residence of the 
Maharaja of Baroda, Jaya Mahal Castle, on Nepean Sea Road,. 
was one, as. Surendranath Banerjea eloquently put it, "which 
kings might have envied." Sinha himself was at some pains to 
dispel the impression that he was an antediluvian backwoods
man out of tune wid1 the =eifgei'st. Certainly, there were passages 
in his presidential address which would justify Dr. Sitaramayya's 
description of it as "a most reactionary spcC("h" as, for example. 
when he likened India to a patient whose fractured limbs were 
in splints and his acceptance of Britain as the custodian of Indian 
destiny. Furthermore there must have been some moments 
of embarrassment for him during the discussion of resolution 
seventeen which reiterated protest against the Indian Press Act. 

For he had been the Law Member of the Viceroy's Executive 
Council at the time when the legislation was rushed through the 
Imperial Legislative Council. Indeed, he it was who had half
convinced Gokhale of its necessity by showing him supporting 
"evidence·'. This was now to come home to roost with a ven~ 
geance. The debate on the resolution was to be opened on the 
last day of the Congress session-December 29-by a man who 
was well qualified to represent the Fourth Estate, himself British 
born and bred, and, indeed, the son of a former Paymaster·jn
Chief of the Royal Navy-Benjamin Guy Horniman. A literary 
soldier of fortune of fiercely radical outlook, he had come to 
India in 1906 and found a job on the Staresman as an Assistant 
Editor. Btl!', obviously, it was not a newspaper on which his 
talents could :find their run and most effective expression. Tn 1913 
when Pherozesllah M( hta founded the Bombay Chronicle, he 
was called upon to edit it whkh ht did till 1919 when l1e was 
deported to England and 11is passport confiscated. That he 
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should be chosen to move the resolution again,,1 the Press Act 
was whoUy appropriate. 

It was not a long speech, but a devastatingly effective one. He 
characterised the Act as "a measure of most extraordinarily 
drastic pmvisions.-unparallclcd ... almost in. any civilized coun~ 
try of the world today., .. " Latc-r in his speech he even described it 
at- "Hunnish--excre~cence on the Statute Book of British India." 
In between, he subtly pointed the accusatory fin.ger at the man 
who was in the prcsidell.lial chair. "In tJle indictmer.t which we 
have to make against the Govemment under this Act," he fuld, 
"and in that indictment, Sir, I regret to say tht you arc paniceps 
crimim:f," But he softened the blow by adding, "In this respect 
I think we can give the Government a loophole through which 
they cnn assist uS,- ,we are able to ~ay thut this P_C[ is not what 
They intended it to be, and it is not cHrrying out the work whicJl 
they undertook, and 1101 carrying it out in the way in which they 
undertook that it should be carried out at thc time it was passed." 

And be qlfoted r,ot only tllC caSe of the GmmlCle and The 
withering comments of Ihe Chief Justice of Bengal, Lawrer.ce 
Jenkins. but Sinha's own words when he had argued at the time 
of the passage of the Bill: "it is of no use to attempt to convince 
us that it is a very drastic measure because we feel sure that it is 
not." He went on: 

, ,.T do not wish to say anyth.ing that might be embarra.~~ 
~ing to our President. and I am not going to ask him to 
answer any qucstion U1at I may put to him, but I ask him 
here publicly wilhout wishing him to answer it. merely 
for the sake of getting down a facl,-I ask whether he 
could lay his hand on his heart today and say as fervently 
and as eloquently as he said on that occasion.~andhe spoke 
very fervently and very eloquently. I was there to hear him 
and T know what an enormous impression he made upon 
the CouncH-I ask him to say whether he or anyone elSe 
cnn honestly say today that it is not a very drastic measure, 
that he is sure it is not a very drastic measure .... 

The Official Congress Report is silent on how the President 
reactt;'d to Horniman's indictment and there is no \\ay of knowing 
how 11e felt about it. But in fairness to the ruture Ltlrd Sinha of 
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RaipUT it must be said that he had tried to adju"t himself to the 
mood amongst the Radicals both within and oL.tside the gales 
of the Congress Panda!. If his presidential addre5s J1arped on a 
gradualism indefinitely prolonged through st:ch phrases as the 
"gradual development of popular (011tro1 over all departments. 
of Government"' and "the progres!;ivc nationaJisation of lhe 
Governmer.t of the country", it also deviated at points sharply 
from the restrictive COf'.cept of "seJf~governmep-1 within the Em
pire"' and introduced such outlandish transatlantic notions as 
"Government of the people, for fhe people. by the people." In 
his collcludjp.g address he appealed to every sincere patriot up.d 
educated Indian to "run to the help and Ihe rescue of Ihe poor 
and tJ1e weak",---of "Ihe people in the villages who toil with the 
sweat of their brow", "whom we want to be capable of self
government," and to work for their uplift, "day and night, 
patiently, persistently and strenuously." For a Moderatean:ong 
Moderates, this savoured of almost Dantonesql:e audacity. 

The Bombay session was something of a paradox. The Mode
rates were still very much in control, but they were also on the 
defensive. They were aware that the tide was turning-against 
them. A delegate from Bengal, R.C. Bonerjee, spe.aking on a 
resolution re-affirming for the nIh time its previous pleadings on 
the subjects of military trainir.g 3P.d volunteering and urging up
on the Government "the justice and expediency of admitting 
rndians to Commissions in the Army and Navy and of throwing 
open to thcm the existing Military and Naval schools and Coll
eges aT'.d of opening fresh ones in the country so tl1at they may 
be trained for MiJi!ary ar.d Naval careers; ar.d the I',ecessity of 
re-organdng {he present system of volunteering with due regard 
to the right of dIe people of this country to enlist themsclvcs as 
citizeT'.-soldicrs of the Empire without distir.ction of mce-. class 
or creed". had gone on to reinforce his argumer.t by quoting 
somc lir,C's of English verse liS was customary in those ca)~ \\j',cn 
poc1ry was still a currency of political cebale: 

For w]1ile the tired v.-aves vainlY breaking 
Seem here no painful inch to gain. 
By ("reeks and inlets slowly making 
Comes silc-nt flooding in the main. 
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Bon~rjee" of course, was trying to make the point "that con~ 
cessions are wTung slowly and by force of (,;jrcumstances from 
tIle Government"' and that they must persevere because "there 
will come a lime when we shall prove that we are in full fiood." 
But the mguJ11enl was no less applicable to IllC dominant mode
rate leadership of the Corgre~s in its dealings v.ilh Ule Radicals 
or the "Nationalists" whom it \las not al!o ..... ing into its fold. 
It was obvious now that they could not be kept at bay perma
nently and. the time W,lS approaching. if it was not already there. 
when they would have to be admirted into Ule Congrc .. ss. Para
doxically. while the late Pl1erozeshah Mehta had intended Bombay 
to be the Wuterloo of those who had been damouring for end
ing the schism that had occurred at Sural, it turned out to be 
the leverse and the session became a prelude to the famity re
union. so to speak. 

In this connection the signifLcant thing was not that the Com
mittee set up at the Madras session to consider al1d report on 
the two amendments which Annie Besant had proposed, had 
decided to reject them in the rorm in which they were put. The 
significant lhing was that in rejecling them it had conceded the 
substance (If wl1at she had proposed. Resolution Iwellty·five 
adopted <tl Bombay amcl'.ded the Congress Constitution in the 
sens.e in which Anl'.ie Besant~al\d Tilak~wanted it to be changed 
~o that the COl'.gress would no longer be out of bounds 10 
those who were of their persuasion. 

Tilak during his year:; in the wilderness and the cell at Man
dalay Fort had grown wiser al'.d did not try to overplay his hand. 
He had actually tried to make up with Mehta before his deallt 
by calling on the old man and tlle quarrel, in any case, could not 
be extended beyond tIle Tower of Siler.ce. He lost no time in 
announcing the acceptance (If the compromise offered in the 
Congress resoiu!ion. He also had it accepted by his cohorts at 
a meeting of the Bombay Provinciaj Conference at BeJgaum next 
year When he told his supporters: "If we are there in the future. 
I have r.ot the slightest doubt this limitation [this referred to the
right which the All-India Congress Committee reserved to 
U:;elf to disqualify any political association or body at any time 
from electing delegates to the Congress} will be removed. Will 
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you wait outside until it is removed or will you go in and get it 
removed'?" They inevitably cllose to go in. 

T11cre were also other straws in the wind to indicate that the 
Moderates were changing their tune if not their tactics. While 
most of the twcnty~seven resolutions on the agenda at Bombay 
were old friends, dressed up for the occasion, there was at leasr 
one brand new one~numbcr eleven. This referred to a resolu
tion that had been passed unanimously by what was known 
as the Imperial Legislative Council that India should take part 
in the next Imperial Conference Wllich was to discuss the post
war settlement on a footing of equality with the self-governing 
pariS of the Empire or Dominions, and Great Brilain. The 
Viceroy, Lord Hardinge, was sympathetic to the cemal".d af'.d 
promised to get a satisfactory response from the British Govern~ 
m.:nL At 1he same time he entered a mild demur and poiPJed out 
that under its constitution. t.he Imperial Council as a collectivity 
decided whether Of not to admit any other part of the Empire. 
The Congress in its resolution did not take any heed of this reser· 
vation which implicitly postponed India's participation in the 
Imperial cOf'.cJavc to the next conferet'.ce but of'l.e. It thanked 
the Viceroy "cordially ... for his statesman like support" and 
exprlJssed ·'Ihe hope that the demand made by the unanimous 
voice of the Imperial Legislative Council on heJlalf of the people of 
India will meet with adequate response from the Dominions and 
the imperial Government" and urged "that the persor!."" selected 
10 lake part in the I Imperial] Conference on behalf of india 
should be two members to be etected by the eJected members of 
lhc Imperial eoul".':i!." 

Symptomatically, B.G. Hornimall was chosen to move this 
re-soluti011., too. He had a reputation for plain·spcaking and he 
did not mince his words on this occas.ion either. The prel'Cding 
resolution had bCt.'n concerning the rights and treatment 
of Tndians if\. South Africa and Canada and other Colonies do
min:Hed by the Whites; it had been moved, appropriately en· 
ough, by Gandhi. Horniman said that listening to the speakers 
on the previous resolution he had wondered whether "it is wise 
and dignified for this Congress to pass the resolution" which he 
was goi!tg It' move. "I am not sure," he said,"whclher it would 
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not be the morc appropriate and more dignified course for this 
Congress to say to tJ1C Colonie); "we thank you for wclcomir.g us 
to your Imperial Conference; but so long as our people continue 
to be denied the rights of British citizens in your colonies, we do 
not want to sit with your representatives in the Imperial 
Conference," 

He admitted, however, that aHhough such a course would 
be more dignified to tltke, it would perhaps "not be expedient." 
But J1C took the opportunity to tell the Congress leaders two 
things which mayor may not have occurred to them. The first 
was that Hardinge was either being disingenuous or was just ill· 
informed when he argued that because of the "constitution" of 
the Imperial Conference India would have to wltit till the coo· 
ferenee after next to get a seat in it because the proposal had 
first to be approved by the Conference. "But I have to say with 
all respect," he observed, "Ihat I think Lord Hardinge was wrong. 
This Imperial Confercnce has no constitution properly speaking 
and the Viceroy, when he spoke of its conslituti(m. was in error. 
In fact the voice was the voice of Jacob, but the hand was the 
hand of Esau; the voice was the voice of lord Hardingc; the 
hand was the hand of Whitehall. Whenever there is any ,great 
step forward to be taken. no matter how obvious the nro.."Ssity 
and how easy the way. the people in Whitehall will ferret out 
some sort of technicality. liOInC sort of 'constitutional" invention 
in order to create delay, That is what I think happened all this 
oceas.ion. " 

This was perfectly true, So "as the s.ecoP,d point he made 
. before l;onctuding, though he said that it was "not strictly speak

ing absolutely germane to the subject." He wanted them 
"to consider velY carefully, that if you are represented at the 
Imperial Conference by an official representative of the GuVern· 
ment, you musl remember the difference of the impressjon I1mt 
will be made upon (lIe other members of the Conference, 
the colonial representatives .... Nothing is more essential to tJIe 
future st,Hus of this country in the British Imperial firmament 
Own that it should be thoroughly understood ill other countries 
of the- Empire lhat what I mny call the representative classes of 
this country are as fitted to manage tlleir own affairs or, at any 
rate, as Hoed for responsible Government, whetller they have got 
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it or not, as the Colonies. are." He, therefore wanted them to 
insist that India be represented at tIte Tmperial Conference not 
by the bureaucrats "of t.his country or the sundried bureaucracy 
of Whitehall", but men ele<:tcd by "the non-official Members of 
tl1e Imperial Council" some of whom, he noted. were "sitting 
at this table." 

Horniman, of course, was British. Rather like Hurne before 
him, he was less inhibited in speaking out the plain truth and in 
a manner which the Indian Congress leaders did f'I.Ot think it 
politic to assume. conditioJ'l.ed as they were over a generation 
to calling a spade by some less harsher name. But there had 
been some change even in their tone and accep.t. This was re
flected lime and again during the Bombay session and especially 
in the debates over the oft·reiterated resolution urging modifica
tion of the Indian Arms Act of 1878 and a wholly new resolution 
calling for "complete fiscal freedom in special refercp.ce to import, 
export and excise duties." 

The War, as }awaharlal Nehru noted hothin Glimpse.~ of World 
History and The Discovery of India, gave a spurt to the process of 
industrialisation of India because "the vast quantity of British 
goods that used to come to India was now very largely cut off" 
and India had to provide for herself as best as. she could and 
"also to supply the Government with all manner of things [,.ced
ed for the war". with the result !JIat not only "the old induSlries., 
like textile and jute" but also new war·time iJ'.dustrics were en
couraged even though Indian capitalists had to accept the posi
tion of junior partners to their British counterparts. There was, 
consequently, sorr.e re·thinking of the doctrine ofSwadeslli which 
had been accepted as an integral part of the Congress policy since 
19C6. if not even earlier. 

Hitherto the tendency had been to extol Swadeshi largely 
in sentimental and even Utopian terms. But at the Bombay 
session some speakers were bold enough to ask for a redefinition 
of its scope and purpose. K.R. Vakil. a Bombay delegate. who 
moved the resolution supporting the Swadeshi movement, for 
instance. while he quoted Dr. An.'lnda Coomarswamy's remark 
that "if the reawakening is to corne at all, it will be the fruit of 
India's recognition of her national seW', went on to urge his audi
ence also "to read that stirring 3r.d eye-opening special paper by 
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Sir Dorab Tala on the Japanese invasiOll of India:' MeamvhiJe 
he morc or less paraphrased Dorab Tala's argument. "Gentle· 
men", he said, "in. order to cheek effectively this foreign iuvil5ion 
of our industrle~, a \\('11 founded modern system of Industrialism 
is urgently needed, .. ' 1 am consciolls ofthc fuet that many of the 
notions of industrialism <U1.d ind\l~trial idea\& might dash with 
tlle philosophical ideals of the Indian mind ~md heart bll! we 
are living in a cruel world tllnt marks the plan of human life and 
human progress by force .... Your country is overrun by exploi
ters of other lands.. If you havc scruples about or a distaste 
for modern industrialism. they are ollly too pleased to see you 
hold back and stand aloof. We have got to march in the \\nke 
of the timeS and remen,ber that wi III material prosperity. we 
shall have better opportunities of cultivating the artistic and 
philosophic life of the nation:' 

Here \ve already had more than a precursive hint of the con· 
cept of Indian industrial se!f~reliance. And 11C was also quite 
cerwill that India could "weil supply her own wants" and quo
tcd a passage from Romesh Chunder Dut!. "No country on 
earth," Dut! had written. "Iabourin.g under the disadvantages 
from which we stiffer. could have shown more adaptability to 
modern methods. morc skill, n:ore patient industry, more marked 
success." This has almost a contemporary ring. Admittedly. there 
' .... ere other voices. supporting a some""hat different and more 
orthodox notion or what the Swadeshi movement was all about
or should he. Dr. B. Paltahhj Silaramayya, a future President 
of the Congress and its historian, sligJlIly misconstruing lhc argu
ment of tIle mover of the resolution. chose to divert the minds 
of hi!> listeners from the "materialistic" to the "mental" aspecl 
orthe Swadcshi movement. He seemed to work himself into quite 
a passion while c:tstigating those who were inclined to twist the 
SwadesJli doctrine 10 justify wIlolesale industrialisation of tjle 

country albeit under Indian Allspic:es. He evidently assodated 
modern industrial t.'ulturc with "flaming Brussels carpetS, Tot. 
tenhum Court Road Furniturc, Italian Mosaics. Germall Tissues, 
French Oleographs. Austrialllusires and all kinds of ch~ap bn)· 
cades", not to mention "trade in Merino and erevianelle, in 
Dawson's boots and Christy's llats." "To cast aside the exqui~ 
site gifts of the Mother:' JIC expostulated with some warmtll, 
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"and to rUIl after the 'husks and trapping~' of modern lu:wry 
<lOC5. not cOllstitutc It ~limulu:\ for sacrifice. but argues a vulgarity 
of spirit <1nd a degeneracy of soul in the country." 

These were Jlarsh \'ord5. but ob\iousll Dr. Sitllramayya 
felt strongly on the ~uhjcct. He ended on a very di~consola[e 
note and said: "\Vit11 most of us, Swadcshi \~as once a fashion: 
it has now become the fad of a few: it has become Ihe prejudice 
of the many, at best it has become a formula upon such sacred 
occasions to be mechanically utlereu, meriting no word of 
prayer or praise as ,""as the fate of the 'SwadesJli' Resolution at 
last year's Congress .. ,." According to the ofllcialrcport of the 
session, he then "retired." Whether this meant that he left the 
Congress Pandal or merely that he returned to his seat is not 
clear. Nor is it known what Gandhi thought of Dr. Sitaramayya's. 
protest against the way the issue of S~:adcshi was being handled 
by the Congress. For )le must Jlave been there on tJle platform 
where the pre\ious day Jle had sat on the left of the President. 
Wh~lt we do know is that the resolution on the Swadeshi move· 
ment was the last business on (he agenda on the second day of 
the session and that the President, apparently in a hurry to call 
it a day, almost forgot to put the resolution to vote, and onIy 
just remembered it in the nick of time to do so before the dele
gates had begun dispersing. This ralher underscored the point 
that Dr. Sitaramayya was trying to make. 

The significance of the Bombay session, however. was not 
only in the record number of de1eg.ates that attended it or even in 
the fact that it paved the way for! hc return (,f the prodigals who 
had left {he fold, or rather were effccti\'cty excluded from it. eight 
years earlier after the debacle in the French Gardens at Surat. 
Historically. its significance wns and must remain in the fact that 
it portended :md. indeed, prepared tIle ground for a much morc 
crucial and consequential consI1Jjdatilln of Indian poli(ical 
opinion. In that sense it marked at lca~t a partial and temporary 
but distinct setback for the imperiuli!>! policy of diride ('f impcrOi. 

When the An-India Muslim League had been founded with 
official blessing." in 1906, it was obviously intended to bedcvcl
oped as a countervailing political force 10 the Congress. And 
for some years that seemed to be the role it played. However, 
since 191'2 it had begun to show marked recalcitrance to the part 
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for which the Brilbh authorities had set about grooming it. A 
number of younger m<:n among its leadership, like M.A. Jinnan, 
Mazllar~ul*Haquc and Wazir Hasan. dio not wish the League tll 
Ilecome a pliable 1001 in [he hands of the ruling power and wan
tcd it to keep in step \\!ith the main body of political opinion in 
the country. They had been successful in persuading the League 
to adopt self~g\wernment within the British Empire as the goal 
of its policy which, at least to all appearances, made it a de/acto 
ally of the Congress in its strivings, though textual analysts would 
have detected ambiguities of nuance \ .. hich suggested a paralleJ~ 
i'Snt rather than an identity of aim and purpu!'ie. The Congress 
reciprocated this move at its Karachi se~sion by a l,olicy of fa 
main tendue and offered "joint and concerted a(..1:lon" in cvery~ 

thing that concerned national interests and welfare. 
The response of the League was positive though, .<.ince there 

was no annual sl."'Ssion of the League in 1914, it was not possible 
to gauge how positive it was, In 1915 it announced that it would 
als(I hold its annual session at B(lmbay synchronizing it with the 
Congress session. This was a dramatic brea.k-through in itself. 
But the quite extraordinary scenes of fraternization belwoon the 
two organisations at Bombay exceeded all expectations and 
seemed to mark the advent of a new epoch of cooperative politics 
in India. As the report of the Bombay Congress session record
ed it: ·'For the first time ... in the history of the Congress, the 
representatives of the AlI~lndia Muslim League attended the 
Congress Pandal in front of the Congress delegates and were 
received by the vast assemblage with hearty applause and en
"thusiastic manifestations of cordiality as they entered the Pan
dal and look their sents in the prominent place reserved for 
them." 

MMe manifestations of cooperation lind comradeship fol~ 
lowed. To quote the official report: 

ihe Congress voluntl."ers and the Muslim League volun
t\!CfS arrived at a "joint decision" that the volunteers of 
the Congress as well as of the Muslim League should co
Operate in the work of both the assemblies and work 
shoulder to shoulder and so they did. At a joint Hindu* 
Muslim Dimler, which was organised by some of the 
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educatt,-d, YOllngmen of cilhercommunily, it was a gratifying 
and an inspiring sight to see the organisers wearing a brit~ 
lian! badge which combined the Crescent with the L0tU5, 
symb{)\ising the union of tIle two faiths in the service of 
their Motherland and invoking the eye of the thinker to 

~ therein the reaUsation of "Akbar's Dream" in the not 
distant future. 

However, much mOL'c important than these sentimental and 
demonstrative gestures of goodwill and political fraternization 
between the Congress and the League, was the resolution number 
nineteen which the Congress passed. It was in two parts, the first 
part expressing the Congress' opinion "that the time has arrived 
to introduce furiher and substantial measures of reform towards 
the attainment of Self·Goveroment, as defined in Artid~ I of its 
Constitution, namely reforming and liberalising the system of 
Government in thi:,; country so as to secllre to the people an elfec· 
tive control over it," To this end it set out a seven-point pro
gramme beginning with the "introduction of Provincial Autonomy 
including financial independence" and '''expansion and reform 
of the Legislative Councils so as to make them truly artd 
adequately representative of all sections of the people and to 
give them an effective control ovel the acts of the Executive 
Government" and ending with a call for "a libelal measure 
of Local Self-Government." 

This part was largely a repetition of resolutions passed earlier 
and made more explicit in their thrust. But h was in the second 
part of the re501ution that new ground was broken, rt authorised 
the All-India Congress Committee not only "to frame a scheme 
of reform and a programme of continuous work, educative and 
propagandist, having regard to the principles embodied in this 
Resolution", but "confer with the Committee that Olo'1y bl. 
appointed by the All-India Muslim League fOI the same purpose 
and to take such further measures as may be necessary; the 
said Committee 10 submit its Report on or before the 1st of 
Septcmbcr, 191'6, 10 the General Secretaries, who shall circulate 
it to the different Provincial Congress Committee~ as early as 
possible," 

Thus for the first lime the Congress entered into a substan-
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tive dialogue with the Muslim League to forge an agreement on 
a scheme for the political future of the country. There had been 
informal talks between the leaders of the two bodies before on 
various occasions on specific problems that arose from time to 
time. Indeed, it could be said that the process of consultation 
waf> more or less continuous through contacts and what in our 
own day would be described as "interaction" between the two, 
since membership of the League and the Congress was perfectly 
(;ompatible with each other and, in fact, several leading Congress
men were intluential members of the Muslim League who had 
been active in giving a new shape to its policy and outloc..k. But 
the decision taken at Bombay raised the relationship between the 
Congress and the League te, a higher stage. It implied acceptance 
of the League not jwn as an interiocufCllr yu/ahle in discussing 
matters of special concern to the Muslim community, but its 
recognition as a partner, undoubtedly younger but in no way 
SUbordinate. in drawing up what Bhupendranath Basu in fuJI 
spate had once called the "political horoscopc" of India. It was 
a decision which would have gladdened the hearts of Pherozc.. 
shah Mehta and Gokbale even though ill the long: run it was to 
prove abortive and involve for both sides much expense of spirit 
in a walrte of shame, or at least frustration. 

The Bombay Congress bas come to be seen by some as the 
"swan song" of the Moderates. [n a sense that seems true. By 
the time the Congress was to meet at Lucknow the ascenda.ncy 
of the Moderates at the decision-rna king level or the Congress 
was tt) be a thing of the past. But it was a past on which they 
could look back with some pride, even ir over three def..ades of 
relentless pleading-uncharitable critics reg;.'1rded it llS h'lbitual 
mendicancy-the inroads they had made into tbe institutional 
structure of governance of India had been relatively modest, eVen 
nugatory, It could hardly be otherwise considering that they 
bad nothing but the weapon of critique at their disposal; critique, 
morc\Wer, conceived within conll-titulional categories. S.P. Sinha 
in his presidential address was to argue that there were only thtce 
ways in whkh they could obtain "the priceless tceasure of self
govemment"; first, by way of free gifl from the British nation; 
second, by wresting it from them; and third, "by means of such 
progressive improvement in oUr mental, moral and material 
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condition as will, 011 the one hand, render us worthy of it, <lnd on 
the olhc]. impossible for our rulers to withhold it," 

This was an accurate assessment of the options. Since the 
firsl option belonged to the realm of fantasy, and the second was 
one which the Congress leadership of the day was not qualified 
nor the [}caple 01 India yet mentally or physically equipped to 
adopt with any hope of success, there was nothing else to do but 
to stick to the third option of the long haul however painfully 
slow and at times even humiliating the results might be. This the 
moderate leadership which dominated the Congress fOf three 
decades had done not ooly with an untiring persistence, but a 
certain finesse which even the proverbial ranks of Tuscany found 
it hard not to cheer. Year in and year out they went on remino.w 

ing the British ruling establishment of all the promires made in 
Royal proclamations, in Parliament and outside. These plain· 
tive aides-memoire may have evoked guffaws in the Clubs in 
London, Calcutta. Simla and elsewhere in the Empire over which 
the sun never set. But there was that great British institution-· 
hypocrisy. In some measure it constituted the Achilles' heel of 
British imperialism. And there was something else also. There 
was the British radical conscience which however small and fitful 
was nevertheless a factor in moulding British opinion on India 
as well as many other issUes. 

The task of the Moderates, therefore, \\as not all that hope
less. It could even be argued that by sustaining a debate within 
the limits of the language of constitutional discourse, they had 
not only managed to win over a small but not wholly uninftuen
tial section of Britis.h Liberal opinion, but e,en succeeded in some 
degree in tiltiJlg the balance of debate in favour of lndia. Inevit
ably, Ihis had alerted the powerful body of reactionary imperial
ist vesled interests in the perpetuation of the ,\·lalus quo 10 the 
danger inherent in even the mildest of concessions to the Con
gress. They put up obdurate and at times even male\·olent 
resistance to the slightest acceleration oft1:e liberalizing process 
and reforms. 

This had beep. abundantly demonstrated in the \\a)" in which 
Curzon and his phalanx of diehard cronies in the House of Lords 
had defeated the proposal for Ihe establishment of an Executi\.·e 
C{)uncil in the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh which wauld 
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,",ave placed U.P. on a fonting of equality \dth the Prcsii.leltc!CS 
undcr a GovC'rn(lr~in-Collncil carly in 1915, thanks partly to a 
characteristic piece of proccdunll iaeptlwd(: on the part of Lord 
Crewe (thougJr comment in. II/dill hinted Ihat the prt'Cedur~ll 

mistake haJ atl ckm('nt of contrivance about it and Crcv,c's 
heart waS not in the proposal-one (,I' his la~t aels, incidentally. 
as Secretary of Slate for India before yielding place to Austen 
Chamberlain). 

But the very fierceness of their resi~tance was a kind of 
iJldirect tribule to the work (lr the Congress and acknowledge
ment of the ground which it had won for Il1dia. The War, too, 
though for the lime bdl\g: it ruled out the possibility of any signi
ficant political initiulive towards reforms, was to strengthen tJle 
Congress' case as presented by its moderate leadership. The 
part played by the Indian troops not only in the peripheral thea
tres of combat, but on the crucial Western Front was receiving 
considerable publicity. Even the diehard Tory Press was in 
sometlling of a qunndary: it wanted to highlight it as an i1Ius
{ration of tJle solidarity of the Empire but without drawing any 
political moral from it and, indeed, even twisting it into an argu~ 
ment agail1~t any change in [ndo~British relationship. But, on 
Ihe other harld, the organs of liberal opinion were insistent that 
India's role in the War was big with political consequences which 
must follow when the killing was over. A5 the Ditily Chronicle 
remarked: "When India lifted her hand to help the Empire, she 
jerked the shackles ofT her own wrists." 

That was being oversanguine. The shackles on India's wrists 
were not so easily to be jerked off. But Ramsay MacDonald in 
a review of Annie Besant's {nelia: A Nation in the Herald was 
perceptive and nearer the mark when he wrotc: 

The war is to reorganise the Empire for betler or for \Vorse, 
and in that t'eorganisati~lQ India mu~t find a place. Her 
friel\ds--and l1y that I mean everyone who believes lhat 
India has a fulurc, di~tinctive and independctlL a future 
of her own Indian soul aud mind-lllust see that place 
canllot be one of un almo')t vl)icele~s ~uhordination. There 
will he vast problems to solve, trustful courage will be re~ 
quire-d, but the past is pas!. hujia's future belongs to sclf-
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government. to the Indian genius, to the Indian will, and 
Great Brjtain will miss tllC greatest of her opportunities 
and involve herself in the most di"trc~sful of troubles if 
she does not recognise the facts. and so act boldly to face 
them. 

It would be beside the point at this stage tu suy that Great 
Britain did miss w:hat MacDonakl thought to be "lhe greatest 
of her opportunities" with inealculable and tragic consequences, 
What is pertinenl to ~tress is that the lone of comment in Ramsay 
MacDonald's review indicated. that not only the balance of 
debate had shifted somewb'lt in India"s favour. hut tJ1C terms or 
debate were beginning to change even if frac!ionally, though 
also sufficiently to open up the prospect of a delWI(N'Wn/ such as 
nobody had dreamed of at the !>t:\rt. Thus. a~ the twilight was 
descending on tIle surviving Moderates who had presided over the 
destiny of the Congress since its birth and some of them realised 
that a new phase of Congress history was beginning and other 
palms. would be won. Ihey could at leasl console thc:mselves with 
the thought tJ,al much distance had been covered and the goal 
was appreciably nearer. Even R. Palme Outt, at the height of 
his. polemical elan in his India Totltl./'. while sunnning up the first 
phase of India's national struggle during which the Moderates 
had guided the Congress movement, was careful not to dismiss 
them or puss a wholly negative judgement on their achievement. 
He wrote: 

Tt should not be assumed. "that these early Congress 
leaders were reactionary anti-national servants of alien 
rule. On the contrary. they reprc~entcd at that time the most 
progressive force in Indian society .... Thcycarricd on work 
for social reform, for enlightenment. for education and 
modernisation agaima all tJ1at was backward and obscuran
tist in India. They prc>,!>ed the dCIlHlnd fOf indtmrial and 
technical economic devciopment. 

TJley did much more, of course. But coming from a Marxist 
critic wjlO was not easily swayed by any sentimental considera
lions this is no mean praise and will ~t,Uld the test of time. 



CHAPTER X 

WAITING FOR GANDHI 

"The saint has left our shores," wrote Jan Smuts, in his 
own way a devout Christian whom one might have expected to 
like tlle company of saints, heaving an almost audible sigh of 
relief. "I ~incerely hope for ever." TIljs was in a letter written at 
the end uf Augu~t, 1914, and he was, of course, referring to 
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi who had been something of a 
thorn in the tlesh-and possibly also tJle spirit if that tem can be 
used in so inappropriate a cDIltext-·of the Pretoria regime 
over which Smuts presided. 

Smuts was not alone in wishing to see Gandhi out of South 
Africa where he had lived for almost two decades and taken 
the initiative in launching a novel form of struggle against tlle 
system or racist laws which the White minority was already build
ing brick by brick that in our own day was. to find its evil apo
theosis in the completed doctrine of apartheid. Judith M. Brown 
in her Gandhi's Ril'e 10 Power quotes a letter from Lord Crewe. 
Secretary of State for 1ndia. to Lord Hardinge, the then Viceroy, 
written a few months earlier in which 11e had observed: 

The bc:.t possible outcome will be if Gandhi will return 
to his native land. He is a quite astonishingly hopeless 
and impracticable person for any kind of deal, but with 
a sort of ardent, though restrained, honesty which 
becomes the most pig-headed obstinacy at the critical 
mOlllent, 

One can welt appreciate Smuts' and Crewe's feelings, although 
some of the latter's s.uccessors at the India Olllee would have 
devoutly wished G,lndhi to be anywhere else rather than in "his 
native land", whele he was before long to create no end of trouble 
for them and the Raj. The paradox-, however, is Ulat not infre
quently the Congress establishment itsclfwas to find "the saint"
or Mahatma as he came to be designated in India-a very 
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awkwurd and di:,:concerting cU:.lomer. because he was to makt! 
demands on them which they were temperamentally and intel
lectually ill-equipped ii' fulfil. The "e1itist" leadership which 
dominated the first phase of the Congress movement-as, indeed, 
the morc radical section ~)f political intelligentsia, both within and 
outside the Congress. at a later stage of the ~truggle-"l':ould never 
quite atune themselves h) the wavelength on which he operated. 
They hnd found it much easier to raise "hearty" cheers for hifit 
at annual sessions of the Congress, and even collect funds to help 
him and his comrades who, though without any weapons at their 
command except their bare bodies, had taken up arms in an 
unequal battle against racism in Soutb Africa, than in (,;oping with 
bim when they fuund him in their midst. 

For when he was at a distance they could take vicarious pride 
in his achievements, but at close quarters they could make little 
sense of his notions of politics and ways of functioning. Indeed, 
even in a country where laboos on various kinds of food are 
among the things of the world most commonly pre\'alent, they 
were baffled by his dietary, not to mention sartorial habits. V.S. 
Srinivasa Sastd. 011 wht)m the mantle ofGokhale was soon to fall 
even though he was a man of very different make to the founder 
of the Servants of India Society. remarked in a IcHer written as 
early as January 1915: "Queer food ne eats: only fruits and nuts. 
No salt: milk, ghee, clc. being animal products, avoided reli~ 

giously. No fire should be necessary in the making of the food, fire 
being unnatural. .. The odd thing is he W'd$ drc%ed quite likc a 
bania: no oue could mark the slightc~t diOCrcnce. He had a big 
sandal mark on his forehead and a kunkutn dot besides," 

Gandhi was not unaware of the problem he Dosed for his 
countrymen in general --and for the Congress establishment of the 
day, in particular. That wus why he was O{)t at all keen to inflict 
himself on them when he finally returned from South Africa to 
India, because, as he said, there "can be no deliverance for me 
excej:t in India", which he saw in his idealised vision or it a!'> 
"the refuge of tile afflicted" and which he loved Wilh a strange kind 
of passion that is beyond both hope and despair. 

Hehad lefteapeTown 00 board the S.S. Kh{/cltlns, travelling for 
the ftrst time third class, on JuJy 18, 191"4, sillccrely believing that. 
his mission in South Africa. was accomplished and the agreement 
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he had negotiated with Smut.-; earlier in the year and which in his 
"Farewell Lellcr" he hud fondly described as "our Magna 
Carta", wa,>£oing 1(1 lmld. But he did not sail dir.:'ctly for InJia. 
InMead. with his ",ife and Hermann Kallenb,'_dl. a friend <1.'ld 
rcllow~wllrkcr (11' German birth, he wenl to Ellglanu. By a strange 
coincidence the neWs or J ... >-c\u.ration ,If the War reached them as 
they wcre sailing: up the English Channel on August 4. Thb. wa~ 
later to- create difli:Cllltics for Kallenbach whom Gandhi h:ld 
wanh:d III accompany him to India but WilD, despite Gandhi',:> 
inten.'Cssion with Charles Roberts .tt the Indi~1 OfHce, WolS evell~ 

tually to filld hilll~lr landed at Dongeas Aliens Cl>mp, Isle of 
Man. 

Gandhi had not whoUy recovered from "the ")fig fast" and 
was laid up in bed for two day,- after he reached London with "the 
old pain in my left leg" as he \\ITole to Chhagallial Gandhi at 
Phoenix in Nalal. But he attended the reception at Hotel Cedi 
given for him, Kaslllrba and Kallenbach by their British and 
Indian friends, am~')ng them Sarojini Naidu, Sachchidananda 
Sinha, Lajpat Ral, Jinnah. Mrs. Wybergh and Albert Cartwrighl, 
with Bhupendranath Basll, President-elect of the Madras Congress 
presiding. He made a brief speech. with no rhetorical flourishes, 
but all the salUe moving because of the references that he madc 10 
some or the- unknown heroes who died in th:ll earty phase I)f 
strugglc against mcism- --Hurbat Singh, "an ex-ir.dentured Inuiall, 
75 years oragc", who was with him at Volksrus{ Gaol: Narayan~ 
samy, a young lad from Madras, who had never secn india eltcept 
as a deportee; Nagappan, "another lad from Madras"', who di~d 
of c'"po:;.ure "Oil the African. veldt" where he worked as a pri~ 
soner; and Sister Vulliamma, "a girl of 18" who was discharged 
only when she was beyond recovery. 

He also took the opportunity to pull up one of his hosts -
Albert Carl wright- -whom he called "our slaulleh friend throu£th
out" and Whom, he said, he honoured for his help, but added: 

1 tell him here that he almost tried to weaken us. I remember. 
and he will remember how he came to me in Johannesburg 
Gaol, and said: "Will not this letter do?" "No, Mr. Cart
wright," was my reply; "not until this alteration is made," 
"But everything is achieved by compromise," he urged. 
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"There can be no compromise on principles:' l answered. 
There never was any compromise on principles from 1906 to 
J914. The Settlement is final 011 all points of our passive 
resistance, but nol of all our grievances .... 

He was to spend the next five months in London, staying. first 
at 60 Talbot Road, Bayswuter <md later at a Boarding-House Tun 
by a Parsi cat/cd Gandavia. Indian s'Jldiers wounded on the 
Western Front were arriving in England in substantiul numbers, 
For the casualties had been pretty heavy in those carly months of 
slaughter. Most of (hem were being accommodated in hOl>pitals 
around Brighton. Gandhi saw 470 of them at Netley Hospital 
i110ne at the cnd of October as we learn fwm his letter to IJ1dia 
appealing for "Illdian Y()lJng Iller' residing in the United Kingdom" 
to enlist ns nurses and orderlies who were much needed. A 
Committee of Indian Volunteers, or which he was the Chairman, 
had been set up soon after the outbreak of War with its ollice at 
16 Trchovir Road, near Earl's Court, and although he was ailing 
off and on during his ~tay in England, he appears to have devoted 
a good deal (If his lime to its work and the work of the Indian 
Ambulance Corps. He paid high tribute to their WOJ k at a farewell 
reception for him and Kasturba at Westminster Palace Hotel on 
December lK, f914, which was attended among olhers by Charles 
Roberts MP, Sir Henry Cotton, and the South African 
writer Olive Scllreiner, 

Gandhi left England for India tbe next d,lY on board the P & 0 
S.S. Arabia which. incidentally, was to be torpedoed the following 
November off Malta, though fortunately all but two of its passen
gers and crew, illcluding Sir Ratan and Lady Tata, were rescued. 
He landed in Bt1Iltbuy on January 9,1915, and wa!'> interviewed on 
board by a corrc~pondcnl or the 80m/JaY Chronicle who naturally 
asked him about his futufC plans. He told the fepMler that he 
had "come to India to settle here" ~ had no intention of returning 
10 Africa unlC5~ circumstances made i1 necessary; and did not have 
any definite plilll.~ about his future "but he would be at the service 
of Mr. Gokhalc, whom he had for years recognised as his guide 
nnd leader, and his movements would be largely controlled and 
direct0d by him:' He went on to add: "For the present, as Mr. 
Goklwle hU5 very properly pointed out, r, having been out of India 
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for so long, have no business 10 form nny ddtnile conclusi,lll:o> 
;Ibtlut maners esscntially Indian, and that I ~hOllld pass S~)J\1C tim¢ 
here as an observer and a student. This, I have promised to do, 
and I hope hl carry out my promh,e." 

Sadly for him. Gokhalc was. nl)t to be ther.: to guide and direct 
him for very ((mg. Within six weeks of his retul'll to India Gokhale 
died. Gaud/Ii hud gone to Poona during the week before 
GokhaJe's death and spent some lime with him and discussed 
whether he should join lite Servants of India Society with him. 
Gokhale was obviously very poorly, but Gandhi could not have 
thought that the end was so imminel1t. or else he would not have 
left for Santinikctan where the news reached him that Gokha!e 
wa" dead and he hu:o>tcned back to Poona. 

After Gokhalc's death. as Gandhi wrote 10 B.D. Shukla, he 
was "kft without shelter."' But he kept his promise to him or not 
involving himself in any politics at least for a year. He spellt m.uch 
tlf 1915 in travelling through India and even visited Rangoon in 
March. He .abo bu;;icd himself with wnrkillg out rules and finan
cial estimates for his Satyagraha Ashram at Kochrab near 
Ahmedabad. prc!>umably having decided that after Gokhale':o> 
death there was not much point in pursuing his idea ()f joining the 
Servants of fndia Society many of Whose leading members were 
n,11 particularly welcoming to him. What is interesting to note, 
however, is that throughoullhe year he ~eell1S 10 have had tittle 
contact with the Congress or its leaders. In fact, the only 
Congress bouy to hold t1 receplion for himjoilJlly with the Madras 
Mahajana Sabha was the Madras Provincial Congress Committee 
on April 23 (lhe next day the Madras Mu"lim League aiso was 
"At Home" to him). 

True, he attended the Madras Provincial Conference at Nellore 
early in May and the Bombay Provincial Ct)ufcrence at Poana in 
July. He spoke at both these conferencc:;;, but not on any political 
issue of the day. His speech at Nellore was in reply to a resolution 
expressing "grateful appreciatil.1Il" of his and Kasturba's saeri
fices. At Poona he spoke on a resolution of condolence on 
Gokhale's death moved by Mrs. Ramabai Ranadc. He, of cnur~e, 
also met Tilak at Poona, rust lime in February wben he had 
protested against the attacks which the Kesari was carrying out 
agaillSt Gokhule and then again twice in July. But the two were 
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nevcr quite on the same wavelength. Tilak is rcp()rted to have 
described Galtdhi as "a seasoned missionary"' after his first meet
ing with him, whether this meant approval or disapproval must 
remain anybody":'; guess: and Gandhi. as we know. c0mpJ.r~d 
Tilak to "the occan" in contrast to Gokhale whom he found 
like the Gangcs in which "ono:: could have <l refreshing bath". 

Gandhi attended the Bombay sessi()n of the COllgress at the 
end of the year. He was not eligible to be elected to the impNtant 
Stlbjecls Committee, but was nominated to a plac~ on it by the 
Prc~idcn1. This was. perhaps, for thc good reason that there was 
a rcsolution on the agenda-number ten on the list ~which d~alt 

with the disabilities of Indians in South Africa and other self~ 

governing Co!onies. The Congress wou!d have looked very silly 
if the man who had been throughout in the thick of the baltle 
for human fighls of Indians, indeed had initiated the struggle, had 
not been asked to move the resolution. But apart from moving 
th.: resolution in a brief speech in which he told his audiem:-;:. that 
a contingent of Indians from South Afri~d.--dralVn from ex~ 
indentured lab~)Urers and their children, petty hawkers. the toilers 
and the tradcrs--was "nearing the theatre of war in order to help 
the sick and the wounded", he does not seem to have taken any 
active part in the deliberations of that session. 

Nor is there any evidellcc that he was illvited to. The 
attitude of fhe Congress leadership towards l1im appears to have 
been a mixture of admiration and respcct, on the olle hand, and a 
£ertain puzzlement, on the other. They did not quite know what 
to make of him and what his course of action in India was going 
to be. His SoUlh African achievement, howeVer temporary it was 
to prove to be, was an enormous asset, but how he wa!> going to 
use that asset was a great questiou-mnrk. and the fact that he 
seemed absorbed in setting up a "soul-force" ashram outside 
Ahmedabad had not really answered the question. He remained 
an unknown quantity, the factor X in ,Iny political or social 
equation in Indi:t- -and that at Ii time when most of the equations 
were in a state of RUl. 

For 1916 was the year in which the pressures for change which 
had been building up over almost a decade were beginning 10 
come to a head. The old Congress itself \'rNdS visibly pregnant with 
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the new, The Bombay session had opened the way, not only for 
it:> base to be widened, but alsQ for transfusion or new blood at 
1he apex. The struggk for leadership had begun in eantesL It was 
not, in the normal sense of the term, a :,trugglc for power, For the 
Congress had no power nor had it any patronage to dispense. 
But it was a major force in the Indian situation which had to be 
reckoned with, however much the bureaucmcy in India and 
Whitehall, and the motley groups and interests which it had been 
able to recruit as its allies, might try to belittle it. 

The struggle. therefore. was not about power, but about who 
was going to direct the enormous pent-up force which the Conglcss 
represented and how. The differences over the goal towards 
which this force was to be directed had always been much exag
gerated. By the beginning of 1916 they had ceased to have much 
importance for TiJak. His biographer, Dhananjay Keer, writes 
that in his articles on Home Rule in December 1915, "he 
purposely dropped out the term 'Self-Governm~nl' or ·Swaraj'. 
One of the causes that led to Ute battle of Surat was the definition 
of the words 'Swaraj' and ·Self-GovernmC!lt', ... Tilak wanted to 
kt.'ep the word Swaraj undefined. because Pal [Bipin Chandra] 
and Aurobindo had voiced absolute independence as the goal of 
the Congress, and he wanted to maintain unity among the 
Nationalist leaders from Bengal and Maharasnlra. Home Rule 
wa,> perfe(..1ly l~gal and inlplied all those terms!" 

But more important than this semantic variation on the theme 
of Swaraj were the series of political manoeuvres which Tilak 
catried out during the twelve months that separated the Bombay 

, and Lucknow Congress sessions. He was determined not only to 
make a re-entry into the Congress, but re-enter it at the head oran 
organised force, a kind of avant~garde. Almost simultaneously 
with the Bombay session. he had mustered bis "Five Hundred" 
Nationalists from Bombay, the Central Provinces and Berar on 
Christmas Eve at Po-ana who had set up a. committee of "some 
fifteen gentlemen, ... to determine whether jt was desirable to 
establish a League to obtain Home Rule for India and what steps 
should be taken with this object in view." In due course the 
~ahralta announced that the committee "reported in favouc of a 
pioneer organisation for Bombay, the Central Provinces and 
Berar" but that the formation of an all-India body ·'.should be 
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postponed till arrangement could be made to cst<tblish affiliated 
provincial organisations in all or nearly all the provinces ()fJndia." 

Taking time by the forelock some weeks later-on April 28, 
1916, to be precise-the committee met and resolved to establish 
a League to be called the Indian Home Rule League with the object 
of attaining Home Rule or Self~Governmellt within th<,)" British 
Empire by all coru;titutional means and to educate and organise 
public opinion in tbe country towards the attainment of the 
same. Tjlak himself did not take aoy office in the proposed body, 
preferring to be the king-maker rather than the king. Joseph 
Baptista was appointed President and N.C. Kelkar who had from 
the beginning been associated with him in politics as well as his 
newspaper ventures-he had kept b()th the Alahrafta and the 
Kesari going during his two terms of imprisonment. first a re!a~ 
tively short one and the second stretching over six years-wa." made 
the Secretary. Members of the committee included, inevitably, 
rus old faithful friend, G.S. Khaparde, and Dr. B.S. Moonje who 
was later to distinguish himself in the Hindu Mahasabha, the 
forerunner of the post-independence Jana Sangh. 

In explaining the purpose of his new organisation in a leading 
article in the Mahratta, Tilak more or less paraphrased the 
announcement which Annie Besant had made about her Home 
Rule League in New India the previous September, except that he 
sounded rather denigratory about the Congress as an effective 
political organisation. He acknowledged the.t "the Congress was 
the body which would naturally possess the greatest authority for 
undertaking such a work with responsibi!ity~that is. "agitating 
for Home Rule throughout the country"--but went on to say: 

The scheme of self-government, which tho! Congress is :.upposed 
to be intending to hatcb, served as a plausible excuse for most 
of the Moderates. to negative a definite proposal to establish a 
Home Rule League. But the Congress, it is generally re
cognised, is too unwieldy to be easiJy moved to prepare a 
scheme for self-government and actively work for its practical 
success. The spade work has got to be done by someone. It 
can afford to wait no longer. The League may be regarded as 
a pioneer movement, and is not j otended in any sense to be an 
exclusive movement. 
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It is not quite clear why. since evidently he cOfL'iidered the 
Congress to be so ill·suited to carrying out nationwide polilical 
work, he was so keen to rejoin it. An even greater puzzle was why 
he did not join hands with Annie Besant who was also going lo set 
up a Home Rule League and wh\>, nlMenver, had taken consider
able pains in presenting his suit to the Congress. The answer to 
the second question, in part at least, is that their alliance was 
tactical rather than a mattcr of identity of objectives. Equally, 
both had a prima donna complex which would have made it 
impossible for them to get along with cach other in the same 
organisation. Moreovcl, just then everybody seemed to be in a 
mood of expectancy, imagining the end of the War to be much 
nearer than it was and hopefully looking forward to: major 
political changes that would follow allied victory for which the 
Congress was officially praying. One consequence of this climate 
of expectancy was the proliferation of political organisations 
representing vario.ls constituencies and personalities, among 
them the Home Rule League not only in India, but abroad. Annie 
Desant, who had emltacts in Britain, for instance, was partly 
instrumental in the establishment of a Home Rule for India 
League in the Unit~d Kingdom. 

It had its oft1ces at 18 Tavistock Square, Londol1(which today 
is the site of the Gandhi statue done by heda Bri1!iant), and was 
set up 011 June 7. 1916. It had influential membership and an 
executive, among them C. Jinarajadasa, G.S. ArundaJc, E~ther 
Bright, Countess de la Warr, Lady Emily Lutyens, John Scurr 
and George Lansbury. Major D. Graham Pole, later a Labour 
MP, was appointed General Secretary and it had ambitious plans, 
not only for pUblicising what India was asking for through a 
network of branches in other parts of Britain, but also forming an 
independent party which would not be tlffiliated to any other 
political party but co·operate with any party which was willing to 
further lndi.l's cause. 

[n America. acting: on his own, Lujpat Rai who moved fhere 
soon after the outbreak of War. had forestalled Annie Besant and 
Tilak, a.nd founded the Indian Home Rule League of America a" 
early as October 19J5. With himself as its President, Dr. J.T. 
Sunderland as Vice· President and who was (0 remain a life~long 
fighter for Tndian independence, and K.D. Shastri and N.S. 
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Hardlker as Secretarie~, the League ran an "Information Centre" 
to provide authentic news about what was happening in India 
and later brought oul a smal! monthly journal of its own entitled 
YoulIg India which \.\as edited by Lajpat Rai himself with N.s. 
Hardiker's a~sistance. 

Unlike Annie Besant, Tilak as yet had few international con~ 
tach though later he was to correspond with Lajpat Rai and even 
send him financial help-five thousand dollars (equivalent at the 
time to approximately Rs. 17, OOO)-despile the difficulties imposed 
by war-time regulations ()n sending remittances abroad, as Lajpat 
Raj's biographer, Fenn Chand, has recorded. But that was 
during and after Tilak's visit to London in 1918 to fight his 
libel case against Valentine Chirol, the Correspondent-Extra
ordinary Qf the Times in India for many years with instant access 
to the Viceregttl ears. In thefirsl half of 1916 Tilak was concen~ 
trating mostly on enlarging and strengthening his own political 
base. To this end he had arranged for the Bombay Provincial 
Conference which, according to his biographer, Ram Gopal, 
"represented the extremist [sic} clement in the Bombay Presi~ 

dency", to meet at Belgaum on April 29, 1916. He intended it to 
serve as the elre-ctive launching-pad f,H his Home Rule League 
and to approve his strategy of re-entering Congress by accepting 
the terms of the compromise offered at Bombay. He was naturally 
most anxious to enlist the support of Gandhi. 

Kaka Kalelkar had written to Gandhi inviting him to Ihe 
Be1gaum Conference. The Moderates. unden.tandably, wcre 
equaJly anxious for Gandhi not to identify himself with the Tilak 
factilm. But Gandhi agreed to go to Be1gaum. On the eve of the 
Conference he mel Tilak and his fric-nos ,vho tried to pc-rsuade him 
to attend the Conference as a delegate. He was at tlrst reluctant to 
do Ihis which rather exasperated some of thl:m, especially Kha~ 
parde who is reported to have said: "He does not belong to our 
Party"-a view which was corrcrt' and which he had oot chlUlged 
two and a half years later when he wrote til Jawaharlal Nehru. 
"Mahatma Gandhi (is) very estimable and good and yet in 
quantily $0 uncerlain that ),ou cannot Cl)Unt upon (him) for any 
particular purpose." 

But Tilak. who had a deeper perception of human personality 
knew the enOlmous power that Gandhi represented. He 
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persevered with hi:; effort to persuade Gandhi to agree to being a 
delegate to the Conference and sent D. V. Belvi and D.V. Gokhale 
with .t personal request from 11im to agree. Gandhi eventually 
agreed. Butit cannot be said. that he was too favourably impressed 
by the tone and. content of some of the speeches made by Tilak's 
disciples. Indeed, he warned them that if they hoped that after 
rejoining the Congress they would drive away the Moderates, 
they would gain nothing by it nor would the Congress. However, 
speaking ill Hindustani he supported the resolution drafted by 
Tilak and said: 

I am an outsider in the sense that I am not a member of the 
nationalist party or for that matter of any party. I have no 
mental desire to listen to the speeches or to my own voice. but 
1 felt it my duty as an aspirant ror national servicO! to study all 
the institutions I can and hence it is that I lind myself at this 
conference. I was desirous of being present here as I am 
anxious to see the inauguration of an era of peace between the 
two great parties which, I was assured, would take place at 
Belgaum .... ] heartily SUPP{}(t the resolution moved by 
Mr. Tilak [it stressed the need for uniting "in the interest of 
our Motherland" and accepted the constitution of the Congress 
as amended, though ';the amendment is bighly unsatisfactory" 
and appointed a commiltee of five, including Tilak. "to do 
further work from within"]. 

However, he obviously had some reservations about the way 
in which the resolution was worded and told them they would not 
expect him "to endorse every word of the resolution" and further 
that, had >'the wording of the resolution been in his o\vn hand. he 
would probably have omitted. some expressions:' He particularly 
stressed his disagreement with Joseph Baptista who. he said, had 
approa,ched the question "in the pJeaders' spirit:' ffthey did that 
"they would be constantly picking holes. What was needed was 
to approach the national question as common men_ They would 
[hen ()Vcrlook the faults and defects in their erstwhile opponents 
but would ever seek points of agreement and contact. Indeed if 
the party returned to the Congress fold with an absolutely honest 
and selfless spirit, ever thinking or the country and its cau~c and 
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never thinking of party or personal gain .... the nation could 
then [go] forward in the face of the world'~ opposition:' 

Much as he admired Tilak and his spirit of self~sacrifice, he 
wanted to keep his dis.tance from his political line. This was even 
more true in lhe case of Annie Bcsunt. She had, it seem<;, appro· 
ach\---d him towards the end of 1915 10 be one 01" the founders of 
her Home Rule League. But he had declined the honour on the 
grounds, as Judith M. Brown has it, "that he did not wish to 
embarrass the British during the war." This did not exactly make 
her feel vcry favourably disposed towards him. He had further 
blotted his copybook with her carly in 1916 when there was a 
mild contretemps between him and Annie Besant at the inau· 
guration of the Benaras Hindu University. He, of course, spoke 
on {he occasion and in English which, he said, was "a matter of 
deep humiliation" to him. This led him to deplore that an Indian 
youth "reached his knowledge through the English language" 
and thereby "lost at lea~t six precious years of life:' '"Multiply 
that by the numher of students turned out by our schools and 
colleges," he remarked, "and find out for yourselves how many 
thousand years have been lost to the nation." 

Much of the rest of his speech was also 1n a critical vein. It was 
the kind of speech which any adult Indian \\'ho returns to the 
country after a long. :'Itay abroad and is struck by the incon· 
gruities of the scene and the conduct of the urban middle class, 
feels inclined to make. He was, he. obscn'cd, not making a sp,xch 
but "lhil1king audibly." Some of hi!i "audible" thoughts can be 
read with profit seventy years after they were uttercd. A Maharuja 
was presiding over the functi~lfl and he noted that His Highness 
"spoke about the poverty of India. Other speakers laid great 
stress UpOll it. But wnat did We witn~ss in the g.reat pandal in 
which the foundation ceremony was p~rformed by tIl:: Viccwy? 
Certainly a most gorgeous show. an exhibition of jewelkry which 
made a splendid feast for the eyes of Ihe greatest jeweller who 
chose to come from Paris. 1 eompJ.re with the richly bedecked 
noblemen the millions of the pOOf. And I feci like saying to these 
noblemen: 'There is no salvation fOf Jndia unless you strip 
yourselves (If this jewellery and hold it in trust fOf your country. 
men .. ,,' " The word "trust", he explained later, was intended 
"humorously ... 
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At one point, however, he referred \0 the "army orallarchj~ls" 
which "India in her impatience" had produced. "t myself am an 
anarchist, but of another type", he argued and added: "But there 
is a clas:> of anarchbts amongst us, and if I was able to reach this 
class, , would ~ay to them that their anarchism ha~ no rollm in 
India if India is to conquer the conqueror., .. I honour the 
anatchist for 11is love of the country. I honour him for his 
bravery in being willing to die for hiscounlry; bUI I ask him: Is 
killing honourable'!, ..• 1 have been told: 'Had we not done this, 
had some people not tllfOwn bombs. we should never have gain.::d 
what we have got with refel'encl! to the partition movement':' 

The drift of his argument W,lS clear, but Annie Besant for 
some reason thought that he was encouraging lhe anurchists and 
those who believed in bomb-throwing. She was annoyed and 
said: "Please stop it." He said he would stop if the Clmirman, 
the Maharaja of Darbhanga, told him to. There were cries from 
the audience of "Go on"", while the Chairman told him to "ex
plain" his object. This he did and said, among other things. that 
it was better that they should be talking these things openly rather 
than "irresponsibly" in their homes. But som'! on the platform
most of them members of the gentry and even several ruling 
prinees·-·resented the tooe and con lent of his sJ":ech and started 
to loove, so Gandhi believed, on Annie 8esant's prompting. 

It was one of those incidents, rather c()mmoo in Indian 
politics, where people who have much in common tend to g~t at 
cross'purpo!:>es gratuitously and the misunderstanding,; g:t blown 
up out of all proportion to their importance in the st1.tements and 
Counter-~Iatements to the Press that inevitably follow as they did 
on thi~ occasion, Antlie Besanl in her paper Nell' India offered a 
somewhat contradictory hut plausible explanation that slle 
thought Gandhi was wrong in dragging in political matters on a 
non~political occu::.ion. especially in the conditions of tension that 
prev.tiled in BcnaHls at the limo,:, but that this w(!s not the reason 
Why she had asked him to stop. The reason, she c1aim~d, was 
"that the Engli~hm(!n ~hind me. who, I concluded, was:.l C.I.D, 
o!TIeer. made the I'cmnrk, 'Everything h~ says is being taken down 
and will be sent to the Commissioner: As several things said were 
capable of a construction thai I knew Mr. Gandhi could cerlO,inly 
not mean to convey, l thought it better to suggest to the Chairnno 



278 INDIAN NATIONAL CO:-;GRf.5S 

that pO-lilies. were out of place at that meeting." She a!s() denied 
that she- prompted the princes to leave. Gandhi, for his part. 
maintained that he was not eager to speak at all. but had done 50 

under "great rre~sure from friends" as he "was credited with 
having some influence OYeI' the student population of the count.ry." 
Moreover, he said. "but for Mrs. Besaltt's hasty and ilk"onccived 
interruption, nothing would have happened and my sp:;ech in its 
completed fIIate would have left no room for any doubt as tn my 
meaning." 

Vfhatcver the truth of these conflicting versions of the inci
dent- -and they do not seem to ditfer all thal much except in the 
varying subjective nuances which the two read inlo each other's 
actions-it was: indicative of a certain lack of rapport bClwcen 
Gandhi and Annie Besant which was later to lead to serious 
differences and Annie Besant leaving the Congress and publicly 
attacking Gandhi's poHcics. It was also due to the incompatibility 
of tbeir distinctive approach not only to politics. but life in 
general. And this lack of rapport-antipathy would be ton strong 
a word to use in this contexl although it has been used-was only 
aCCentuated in the years to come because of Annie Bcs<tllt's 
temperamental imperiousness and hypeNensitivity which in
creased in the measure in which her political influence waned in 
India. 

For it was not only Gandhi with whom she found herself at 
variance. Even the alliance witl, Tilak, one of convenience ralher 
than based 011 any deep doctrinal atfinity, was soon 10 wear thin 
and become uneasy for both. fl was equally characteristic of her 
that she imaginc-d there was a (;onspiracy of the "Congress Elders" 
againM her to whom, she said, she was "obnoxious" ~ and that 
this was why she was kept oul of the presidential chair 
at Lucknow in 1916. The fact. of course, was thai "he 
had only properly joined the Congress in 1914. Even 
given her work for the rndian cause and her love for 
the country, it would have been in the highest degree unfair if 
the majority of the Provincial Congress C{)mmittces had chosen 
her rather than the veteran Congre~s worker from Bengal, Alll.bkl. 
Chamn Mazumdar, who had lx>C11 with the Cnngress practically 
from the start. The voting had been five to 1WO againsl her. with 
one vote going 10 an outsider. Even so the Reception Commiuee 
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did not want tD look unchivalrous and decided by a majority of 
sixty~two to thiny·five to referthe matter to the AII-lndia Congress 
Commitlee. It muH be said in fairness to her that she had with
drawn her name grac:!fuHy even before the voting; and the Ctmg
ress wa" to make amelld5 by duly clcctirlg her to preside at the 
Calcutta Congres:, next year. 

As far as Gandhi was conccmod. whatever reservation he 
might have had about her political judgement, there is liale to 
suggest that he bnre her any grudge for interrupling his cri de 
nJellr~-his own w(lrds were "{ am layitl.g my heart bare"-~;lt 

Benaras. Even that day he had Jumped to her defence when some 
students in the audience resented her interruption of his speech 
and told them that "if Mrs. Besant this evening sugge"t,; that ( 
should stop, she docs sn because she loves India so well. and SllC 

considers that I am erring in thinking audibly bcfore you }'lmng 
men." Nor did he- have a momcnt's hesitation io joining the 
protests against the inequitous order of the Chief Presidency 
Magistrate in f\'Iadras asking her for a cash security for her 
paper Ni'\\' II/dia which was forfeited within a few day" be-cause of 
the articles on Home Rule it had publi~hcd. He was one of the 
main speakers at a very largely attended meeting at Bombay on 
June 24. 1916, "to protest ag.l.inst the Press Act of [910", and 
"'uphold the liberty of the Press", under the 'luspices of the lndian 
Press Association at which B.O. Hornilmn, Editor of the 
Bombay Chronicle. presided. 

In his speech Gandhi made it a point 10 refer to the inequity 
and arbitrariness of the Government's attack on Annie Besant's 
New India. He said th~t he had '"no faith in the~ meetin!!s and in 
these resolutioru;", but felt "that something should be do~e in this 
matter:' He did not say what, but prestlt1l;lbly he meant some~ 
thing more than holding meetings and passing resolutions. Again. 
tater in the year. at the- Bombay Provincial Conference held at 
Ahmedabad at which Jinnah presided, he was the man who moved 
the resolution expressing "dl,,>-ep concern and alarm" at the absence 
of any safeguards. against the operation of the Defence ()of India 
Act under which Annie Besant had been l.rohibited cntrv into the 
limits of Bombay Presidency bccau~e sh..: Iud been taking active 
part in the Home Rule agitation. He argued, Wittl Sllme 
cogency, that on the same grounds "their late Viceroy Lord 
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Hardingc was equally liable to be prohibited from entering the 
Presidency because it was. His Lordship who had first raised this 
queslion." 

Apart from thc~e two interventions. both connecting with 
Allnic Be-sant, for the most part throughout 1916 he seemed to 
take litlle parl directly in allY pvlitical activity. He kept hirnself 
busy with the organi:w.tk)l1 or his ashramjusl outside- Ahmedabad. 
He also kepi up hi!. correspondence with those who were carr}ing 
out the work he had starlet.! in South Africa and collecled money 
in India for the Passive Resistance Fund. He did a certain amount 
of joumali:'1n, contributing articles to relatively obscure journals 
on theme'> which were philosophical. educationo.t\ or social. These 
included a reply to an attack 011 his philosophy of ahimsa by 
Lajpat Rai in the Modertl Rel'it'w under the title "Ahintsa Panna 
Dharmah- A Truth or a Fad"; there was another piece on the 
Hindu eaSle system in the Marathi Journal Bharat Sevak in 
which he nutde the breath-taking claim that "the caste system 
contains within it the seed of swaraj." He even found time to 
write instructions (M "Railway passengers" in India whether 
"educated Of uneducated, rich or poor" which, if followed, wouId 
eliminate "75 pcr cent of the hardships of passengers .. .in a 
moment" and published these in a pamphlet fOf free distribution. 
They were excellent suggestions and would make rail1ravc:J much 
more pkasant for everybody if they were followed. though 
nobody to this day has cared to do so. Nor is it likely that they 
will be heeded in the foreseeable future. 

That, h()wevcr, is 110t the point. The point is that there was 
nothing in the activitlc'i. that Gandhi was undertaking, even artet 
the }car of probation that Gokhale had set for him was over, 
which CDldd be considered as serious preparation by a man 
anxious tt) llI.akc a dramatic entry into Indian politics. On the 
contrary, his preoccupation~ Juring 1916 sugge.Hed as if. after the 
opposition he had experienced to his wish to join the Servants of 
lmlin Society and hb distaste for the factionalism of approach t() 
national problem-;: of the IWO Home Rule movement leaders and 
their followers, he had more or leSS made up his mind "to plough 
his k~ncly furrow", asJudith M. Brown puts it. And that. too, in 
fklds which v"erc remote from the exhilarating: rough and tumble 
of politics. 
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Yet it was a period of hectic political manoeuvrings as well as 
fcrment. Bolh Tilak and Annie Be~ant were engaged in febrile 
propag.mda in support of their Home Rule programme, each 
from their own captive platforms. Tilak's Home Rule League 
was making considcrab!.: headway already when Annie Besant 
formally set lip her own League though she had announced it 
a year carlier. But she had a wider following in the United 
Provinces, Madras, Cochin and Travancore besides Bombay 
because of her theosophical contacts. The Government also. 
unwittingly, helped to widen the base of their support by its acts 
of crass stupidity. After her nrst security for Nell' India was 
forfdted, she was ordered to deposit a much larger sum as security 
and later the Bombay Government declared the Presidency out of 
bounds 10 her. The latter fiat was under the Defence of India Act 
and as such no appeal was possible. But against the order of the 
Madras Pres.idency Magistrate demanding security under the 
Press Act of 1910 she appealed to the High Court ami, like, 
Maulana Mohamed Ali in the Comrade case, scored a moral 
victory. A three-man bench ruled by a majority of two to one 
tIla! Lhe magistrate had exceeded his powers. but under the ternts 
of the Act they were powerless to provide any redress or revoke 
the order. Nothing was better calculated to win public sympathy 
for Annie Besant not only in India but Britain than this illus
tration of Alice Through the Looking Glass form of justice under 
the Raj. 

Much tne same thing happened in Tilak's case. The speeches 
Which he had been making day ill and day out to propagate the 
Home Rule idea had got under the sensitive skins of the authorities. 
They wanted to gag him, but did not know how to go about it 
since he was careful to say nothing that was overtly seditious. The 
Bombay Govemment considered a number or alternatives, 
including pmsecution under the hackneyed Section 124-A of the 
Indian Penal Code. But they were in some difficulty for certain 
technical reasons. Ultimatclv. the more roundaboul way was 
thought he!-a and the District Magistrate of Pt)Ona on Jui), 22, 
1916, issued an order on Tilak asking him "to show cause why he 
should nOI he ordered to execute a bond for a sum of Rs. 20.OW. 
wit1~ two sureties each in a sum of Rs. 10,000 for his good be
haViour for "l period of one year:' 
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By a singular irony the order wa.'i served on him on his six· 
tielh hirthdaY~lhe day, on which he was presented with a purse 
which he said he would use "for national work" afler "adding my 
own quota to i('~and the police offie;:r had the courtesy to
felicitate him on the happy occasion. The case was heald five 
day.~ later, but the hearing was a formality and the: mJ.gistrate 
confirmed his original order. Tilak lodged an appeal with the 
High Court, at Bombay and Jinnail, who had defended him a!'i() 
in the lower Court, was among the dclence counsels. It wa). 
successful. The two judges. Mr. Justice Stanley L, Batchelor and 
Mr. Justice Shah. in a concurrcnt judgement repealed Lhe magis
trate's order. 

This was on November 9, 1916. [It the same month he was. 
elected by the Bombay Provincial Congress Committee to the AII~ 
India Congress Committee together with fourteen other members. 
His prestige had only been bl)Osted by the Govcrnm~nt'~ attempt 
to intimidate him as had happened with Annie Besant. The two 
between them held the political initi~~tive, working on parallel 
lines, but with a certain tacit understanding on deman,ation of 
spheres of influence, Tilak's League having its jurisdiction oYcr 
the Central Provinces, Bombay Presidency llnd the city of Bombay 
jtselt~ while Annie Besant's League could carry out ib operation 
over the rest of India. 

However, the Moderate leadl!rs were by no means inactive. 
They were engaged in lhe unspectacular task of drawing up a. 
scheme for Indian self-government. They could not keep the 
deadline for producing their report -September I~·which the 
Bombay Congress had set them. But on the Council front they 
were pretty effcclive. Some lime in October the overwhelming 
majority of ejected members of lhe imperial Legislative Council
nineteen out of twenty-sevcn--prescT1tcd the Viceroy, Chelnls
ford. a memorandum outlining a thirteen-point scheme for p05t
war constitutional reforms. [mlia editorially claimed that the Iisl 
of signatories represented "every type of constituency." And the 
claim was true at leasl in so far <l:' the uppc:r midJle class and 
middle da::s political [ndia was concerned. 

It was not, moreover. a vcry radical plan of reform;;. It 
seemed broadly in tUlle with a note on c()!lstitutional changes 
which Lord Hardinge before his departure had presented to the 
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British Prime Minister and the Secretary of State for India. The 
support for it in the Council was even bigger than the figure of 
nineteen out of twenty~seven suggested. For not all those who had 
nOl signed it were opposed to it. In a break-down of the list of 
non-signatories, Illdia pointed out th.1.1 the two British elected 
members, representing the Bengal and Bombay Chambers of 
C~)mmerce, had not been asked to sign the memorJ.ndum, two 
were away from Simla at the timc, onc represented Burma and 
consequently the plan for reforms did not conc;;:rn him sine..! it 
only al\plicd Il) India proper, nnd two Muslim members out of 
eight, Abdur Rahil1l and Nuwab Syed Nawab Ali ChaudilUri 
fr,)n1 Bengal. had some misgivings over the safeguards provid~d 
for their commu!lity. One member who ~tood alooL unha.ppily. 
\Vas a Sikh. Sundar Singh Majithia, elected by the PunjJ.b Lcgjs~ 
/;.Ilive Council. r<!nowncd for being plus /'oyaJi.\'f que Ie Roi. The 
~jgnatorjes includc_d three fNJ11Cr Presidents or the Congress. 
two former Presidents of the Muslim League as Well as its Pre5i~ 
dent-elect Jinnah. There could be no doubt thalthc m\"!moran~ 
dum embodied a very broad-bt\scd consensus and in bringing it 
about it \V,lS the moderate leadcr~hip which had played a crucial 
and major role. 

Such was the configuration or political forces in the run up to 
{he Thirty-ftrst Congress session at Lucknow which was scheduled 
to open on the Boxing Day. December 26, 1916. Curiously, 
however, in all these preliminary activities Gandhi had played 
hardly any part at all. He seemed to be involved in all manner l)f 

fringe-evel\ beyond the fringe-activities. Of course, he had 
committed hilllself to virtually unconditional support for the 
British wa.r effort and even was to undertake a recruiting campaign. 
This partly explains why when the time came for the eJection to 
the Subjects Committee which was done by delegates from each 
Pr~1Villce, Gandhi's name was piltcdagainst one or the "Extremists" 
who commanded a majority anlong the Bombay delegates by now 
and he wall defeated. However, before they could raise cheers for 
their famous victory. Tilak, who was incomparably wiser than his 
:.up-porters, rose to declare Gandhi elected and they acquiesced in 
their leader's decision. 

Even so Gandhi's participation in {he delibemtions of the 
luck now ;.cssion, which wa" something of a Iandm·.lrk in the 
hi..;{ory or the Congress, SCCl1l'i to have been relatively peripheral. 
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He moved the resolution calling. not for the first tim;:. I~)r the 
abolitioll oftbc system of indentured immigration by "prohibiting 
the recruitment of such labour within the ensuing year". in a 
speech which was partly in English in deference to the wish of his 
"Tamil brethren" and partly in Hindustani. He also m~lVcd the 
sixteenth resolution on lhe agenoa which expressed Congre~s' 

"alarm" at "the extensive U!>C made of the Defence of India ACL .. 
which is an emergency measure" nod demnnding: the same kind of 
safeguards for those against whom it was used "as under the 
Defence of the Realm Act of the United Kingdom:' He wa~ 
instrumenlal, too, in getting the Congfe~s to pass a resolution-
number e\e-vcn in the list-urging upon the Governm'~nt "Ih.:! 
desirahiHty of appointing a milled committee of official;, and non
officials to enquire into the caU:iCs. of agrarian trouble and Ihe 
strained relationl<i between the indian ryot and the European 
pbn'ers. in North Bihar" and to suggest remedial meUl<iurel<i. This 
was to acquire great importance in the light of thing'> to come. 

However, there il<i no record of his. having intervened in th..: 
debate on the two most important resolutions passed at Lucknow 
-asking the Government to t,lke "a definite !.lep ... towards Self
Government by granting the reform contained in the sehen'll!" 
prepared by the AU-India Congre<;.s Committee in concert with 
the Reform Commiltee t\J1poinied by the All-india Moslem 
League" and at the same lime urging '"the Congress Committee, 
Home Rule Leagues. and other associations ... 10 carryon through 
the year an educative propaganda Oil law-abiding and constitu
tioJl::lliines" in suppetrt 01" the jointly worked out reform scheme. 
He apparently did not take any part in the discussion on the resolu
tion 011 education although there is evidence that the question was 
much ill his mind at the time. On the last day of the year he abo 
attended the Muslim League session and was called UP(lll t() 

address the m~eling ~lfkr a resolution prote~ting against the tr('a.t

ment of fndians in Ihe Colonies wns moved from the Chair -"that 
is, by Jinnuh himself-and duly carried. 

However, judging from a report of his speech in The Leada, 
Gandhi spoke 110t so much ahout the predicament of his country
men in the Colonies dominated by the Whites as of their unity 
and of another question which was preoccupying him thl!n and 
all through his life-the question of a national language. H~ had, 
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in Hlct, presided over the AII~ll1dia Common Script and Common 
Language Conferencc held at Lucknow while the Congress 
$es);lon was going on, According to The Leadl!r "he exhorted 
them [hi~ Muslim League tmdicnccJ to conduct their proceedings 
in Urdu if they wished to carry out their resolution to m:'1intain 
Urdu a~ the linguofronca ofIndia." He rurther urged them to lake 
some interest in Hindu literaturc which would enable them to 
arrive .. I a permanent rapprol.hement with the Hindus. In the 
Colonies, Hindus and Muslims had always cooperated in 
taking concerted measures and, if that example was followed in 
India. the coveted prizc (mC'aning Swamj) would soon be theirs. 
He also advised them that in the course of their propaganda they 
should not be afraid of the Governm:nt because "it was in the 
nature of Englishmen to bow before the strong and ride over the 
weak." 

It is not without signilicancc that in his corre~pondencc with 
his various friends and associates in the weeks following the 
Lucknnw session we fmd hardly any mention of its transactions 
or his parI in them. He did. however. give his views on the reso
lution on self-govcrnment pas!>ed at Lucknow in an interview he 
gave :iome time around December 29~31. 1916. (n it he answered 
()ther questiilns also: regarding Hindi as thc national languag~: 
the institution of Vamllsh,am or caste, and the Shuddhi (purifica
tion, meaning in Cfft..'Cl conversion or reconversion) movem ~nl 
started by the Arya Samaj which evidently soon after his return 
from S(lUth Afric:!. had entertained hopes of luring him j;).t\) 

it~ fold. 

But it Was his attitude to the twelfth resolution-one on ~e!r
government which was significant. Asked what he thought of it. 
he replied: "It may be gllOd 0r it may be bad, but I do not hav,:: 
any high opinion of it." As was oftell to happen when he intui· 
tively disliked a particular prol,osition but had not been able to 
dcternline for himself the ground for his dislike, he came out with 
a whimsical and ralhcr unconvincing reason. He did not think 
highly or the rc~olutjon. he said. "because iII·will is inhc,'Cnl ill 
it." But. he added, he t.:ould not say that "the venture is 
unw\)rthy or that it will fail." All he could say wa.;; that it was not 
his way and not the Indian way-"the ancient, traditional way:' 
Pressed [(} say what he thought was his way or (ne ancient, 
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traditional Indian way. he: evaded the question. "We sh:t1l l1Llt 

go into it now," he said. 
What should be dear from (his interview is thal he was not 

greatly impressed by what the Lucknow session hau achieved and 
was rather out of tune with some of the major decisions taken 
and the way in which they wcr" taken. He may have felt something 
of an l1utsider at Lucknow. perhaps even mnre so than at Bombay 
the PiCV!OUS yeaL This may have been partly owing Il) his feeling 
that he was not a delegate to the session ill his own right bUl only 
by courtesy of Tilak. At all events, he still had not wholly m'.\de 
up his mind whether the Congress was the kind or organi~;alion 
through which he could best serve india and to which he could give 
his whole-hearted commitment although he may not have been as 
doubtful of it as he was of the two Home Rule Leagues. 

But if the Lucknow Congress was not a particularly important 
occasion for him in a directly political sense, it was to prove 
immensely important in a persona! st..'tlsc. It marked the beginning 
of his relationship with a much },oung"r man-- Jawaharlal Nehru. 
"My first m~ting with Gandhiji," Jawaharlal writes in his Auto
biography. "WilS about the time nt the Lucknow Cong:fes~ during 
Christmas 1916," Until then though he had "admired him for his 
heroic fight in South Africa ... he seemed vcry di~w,nt and different 
and unpolitical to many of us young men." But Tibor Mende 
quotes him in his Nehru: COllversmionv 011 /Julian and World 
Affairs as saying. "1 was simply howled over by Gandhi, straight 
otT .... I worked as a k.ind of secretary to [him] ... .1 wa;; seardt
ing for $o>nc [satisfying] method of action."' 

The chcmistry -perhaps alchemy is !l. morc appropriate term 
in the context~~)f their truly rich arrd strange relationship is rar 
too complex to admit of any facile analysis. Nor is. it strictly 
germane to our immediate purpose. Wh,ll is germane is to 
!,>uggest two things. The first hi that it was nut tbe kind of rda
tionship one expects between an older and Yl)unger polilidan, 
between the prc-eeptor and the disciple, or the ma:.>tcr craftsman 
and the apprentice, It was a much more equal relationship than 
has been generally acknowledged, TImmgh the interaction of 
their two personalities, to vary a phrase of Yeats somewhat. a rare 
be-auty was bNn which was to impart over the next three decades 
a humanizing, indeed ennobling leaven to Indian politk:. and draw 
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out what was best in the common stuff of Indian humanity. At 
any rate, in the perspective of history this unique relationship, 
in many ways the most surprising and seemingly unlikely, will be 
seen as having proloundly influenced the Congress movement and, 
therefore, {he destiny of India. And, inevitably, India being what 
it is and where it is, anything that has so deeply touched its 
evolution wa<; bound in some measure also 10 affect the affairs of 
the humankind at large. Whether positively or negatively, it 
is for the posterity to judge .... 



CHAPTER XI 

A SEASON OF CONSENSUS 

To all appearances Christmas 1916 was the high nlJon of 
national consensus in India. We have it from the mouth of the 
man who was at the very centre of what may well be called the 
second coming toge1her. "I am glad to say," remarked TiJak ,IS 

he rose to "3 thundering ovation" to speak on the principal 
resolution at the plenary session of the Thjrty~first COJlgres::. on 
December 29, "that I have lived these tcn years to see that we are 
reunited in this Congress and we are going to put our vokes and 
shoulders 1ogclherto push on this scheme of Self·Government; 
and not only have we lived to see these differcn<;cs closed, but 
to sec the differences of Hindus and Mahommedam. closed as 
well. So we are now united in every way in the United Provinces. 
and we have found that luck now in Lucknow. So I consider 
this the most auspjdous session of the Congress." 

Auspicious it undoubtedly was. especially for him in a 
personal sense. His felicitous pia), on the mlffie of the city that 
was simultaneously hosting the Congress session and the session 
of the All-India Muslim Leauge, to say nothing of the Theo
sophical Convention and the All-India Common Script and 
Common Language Conference was some indication of the good 
humour in which he wa~ ,H the time. And. in turn. it put everybody 
among the massed ranks of 2,301 delegates (that is, counting the 
three honorary ones. among them, Hriday Nath Kunzru), which 
was a record to date, and three times that number of visitors whQ 
packed the Congress Pandal, in equally good humour. For Tilak 
it marked not only the end of his long exile from the political 
mainstream, but also his emergence as the dominant Ilgure on the 
national scene. 

There was, indeed, a distinctly triumphalist note when, 
according to his biographer, Keer, "he said in Ilis natural husky 
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voice, 'Hollie Rule is my birthright and 1 shall hal'e it"" and the 
audience applautled as lJt\C man. His triumph, it should be added, 
had ~t:n wdl and carefully prepared and S(mlC might ev,;-n say 
stage-managed, His rcadmissi,)n to the Clmgrc;,s was already a 
fair accompli in July when he rejoined lhe Poona Cmgress 
Committee after a nine-year break in order to be eligible 10 
election as delegate to the annual sessi~m at Lucknow. But he 
wanted to make his re-entry as dramatic as poss.ible. He had left 
Bombay on December 23, "accompanied by his admirers and 
party leaders and delegates" not in an ordinary but a spcdaJ train 
chartered fllr the occasion. His supporters among the citizens of 
Bombay gave him a tremendous send-off'. In the words of onc of 
his biographers, "the platform was filled to capacity. The com
partment occupied by Tilak was decorated by his admirers with 
flowers and bunlings. And amidst thundering cheer:; Tilak 
started, like a conqueror, to aHend the Congress ... :' 

It was to be cheers. cheers all the way. "En route to Lucknow," 
says Keer, "people held receptions at Kalyan. Nasik, Manmad, 
Bhusawal, Chalisgaon, Bhopal. Bina and Jhansi." The Times (~r 
Illdia feigned alarm and "warned the Moderates that Tilak was 
going to L~.tpture the C(lllgrcss." But there was precious little that 
the Moderates could do to ~Icrn the Tilak wave. He had the wind 
in the poop. When he arrived at LuckUlHv at noon on Christmas 
Day---the tntin reached a lillie late, it seems~a va~t crowd was 
waiting at the station to greet him. The Reception Committee h.td 
arranged 1.) take him to his camp by car. but his mdical admirers 
had a better idea. "Young leatlers and volunteers," Keer tells us, 
"bubbling with enthusiasm wanted 10 take Tilak in a brougham 
drawn by themselves, So somenne punctured the lyres of the 
motor-car, and he was made to sit in the horse carriag.e. But 
after a feW minutes the -horses were let ofl~ and the volunteers drew 
the carriage!" 

The Chairman (If the Re<.:eption Committee. Pandit Jugal 
Narain. made a brief reference to the lestoralion or Congrcs~ unity, 
"For the first time since the unfortunate split at Surat," he said, 
"we witness the spectacle of a united Congress. Realising that 
in union alone is strength, bMb the parties have laid aside their 
differences and res,)iwd 10 w(lrk shoulder to shoulder to win for 
India. a position compatible with her self~respect and dignity in the 
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British Empire. They have heard lhe call of the country and 
(lblilerating old djvj~ions, rallied round her in the hour of her need." 
This sounded a little kss than a hosanna. But the President, 
Ambica Charall Mazumdar. an old stalwart v.ho had thirty-five 
years of work fM the national cause bdlind him, after modestly 
referring to himtclf as onc who "never rose above the rank of a 
subaltern" and had [he Fidd-Marsh~'.l's "baton thrust inl'(l his 
hands", was more emotional when he came to speak of the 
quarrels of the clans in the Collgress being at last, behind them. 
He said: 

Gentlemen, even the darkest cloud i~ said 10 have its silver 
lining, and in this vale of SOfmw, there is hardly any mis
fortune which has not both a positive and neg;.llive side. 
If the Un,ited Congress was buried in the debris oj' the old 
French Garden at Surat, it is re-born today in the Kaiser 
Bagh of Lucknow, the garden of the generous King Wajid 
Ali Shah. After nearly tcn years of painful sepamtion and 
wanderings thwugh the wilderness of misunderstandings and 
the mazes of unpleasant controversies, each widening the 
breach and lengthening the chain of separation, both the 
wings of the Ifldian Nationalist Party nave comc to realise the 
fact that united they stand, but divided they fall, and brothers 
h:1VC at last met brothers and embraced each other \\;ilh the 
gush and ardour, peculiar to a reconciliation after a long 
separation. Blessed arc the peacemakers. Honour, all 
honour to those who in this suicidal civil war held the olive 
branch of pea\.."'e .... 

He hoped that both siUe ... had "gr(l\\'U wiser" through theit 
"experience ... and !carnt to know each other hetter:' "Let us 
now," h\! pleaded, "no longer disparage the (lId nor despise the 
young:. If youthful zeal and enthusiasm are invaluable a~sel~, the 
judgement and experience as. alsn the caution and sobriety of the 
old are no less useful and indispensable." He asked IllC C0ngress· 
men and Congresswomen tt) "fullow the leaders wIll). if they 
have not won the battle. yet have neither f~dJen back nor betrayed 
their trust:' At this poillt he turned to Tilak whose arrival on the 
platf~lrnl had been acclaimed, according to Valentine Chirol, as 
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though he was the "inCclrmttil)1l oflhe deity", and said: "I most 
cordia.!ly welcome Mr. Sal Gangadhar Tilak and Mr. Motilal 
Gho~c and other brave comrades Will) separated from us at 
Sural :utd have been happily restored to us at LucknO\v. 1 rejoice 
1\) find that they arc after all '\lfus' and 'with us' and Jet us hope 
never to part again.'-

Laler in his presidential address Ambica Charan Mazumdar 
managed retrospectively to refer to "the sufferings of Mr. 8al 
Gangadhar TiJak" 011 which fM the past eight yerll~ the moderate 
Cong-ret-s leadership had been deafeningly silent. although he 
immediately added that he was not there "either to defend or 
denounce him." It seemed dear that he was lln the defensive vis
:t-vis Tilak .md. what is more. uncertain of the atLitude Tilak wns 
going to adopt towanh the Moderates now that he commanded 
a great inlluence even though they held all the lever!. of dficc, to 
~:t) nothing of the physical assets such as they were, of the 
Indian National Congr;:ss. Tilak, for hi~ part, was also aware of 
the ud,-untage that he held. but wanted 10 keep [hem guessing as 
to his future strategy now thtlt he had succeeded in breaching 
the mmpllrls <lnd rl:nctrating t.he ··Citadel". Alternately, he 
cO{iCd and growled, was gentle and ;,leTn. If in private discussions 
he was willing to aCIXpt compromises, his public postures showed 
him of len to be unyi ... dding and h)ugll. Keer, for in~tancc, qUote>; 
him as saying in one of his speeches on the opening day of the 
session which lasted from December 26 to 30. "We are entitled to 
thc possc:>sion of the whole estate ,at once. If \Vt.' allowed you to 
~h:l..re in that possession, it was in the hope lhat Y<)ll would clear olT. 
You must acknowledge that we are the masters:' 

MUch of the agenda of the Lucknow C .. 'ngr~ss was in the nature 
Ilf an oft-rehearsed catechism of India's gri;;:fs and unsetlted claims. 
The list included the familiar complaint of "the baneful efiect 
on the martial spirit of the whole race ... of the military policy of 
the Gowrnment ,11' India", whit.'h is based on distrust; the Indian 
Press Act of 1910 which had "provcd a menace hl the liherty of the 
Indian Press"; call for an end to the system of rccruitmcnt for 
i~dcnturcd labour; the plight of Jndians in. ~elr·govcrnjng Domi
mons and Crown Colonies: the inadeqU<tcy of the educatioU<'l1 
racilil ics nt every \eve! in the I,;ountry; and a plea fl'r the repeal of 
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the In.dian Arms Act so that Indians might "possess and use arms 
on conditilms similar to those which prevail in England:' 

Rather surprisingly, the resolution demanding the repeal ,",f the 
Indian Arms Act, though moved by a male delegate, I\mnd its 
most eloquent supporter in a woman--and one who had won a 
degree of internati0nal reCOEnition for her poetic talent from 
fellow peets like Yeats, EZla Pound, Harl)td Monro and critics 
like Edmund Gosse and Ernest Rhys. Soon after her return from 
England, Surojini Naldu had begun to take par! in Congress. 
politics and at the Bombay session in 1915 she had made her 
debut with a speech that was somewhat different to the common 
stuff of political oratory and ended with one of her own poems
an ode to Mother India. 

At Lucknow she spoke against thc Arms Act and was con
scious of the piquancy of the situation in which a woman was 
trespassing into a male preserve. ,·It may seem a kind of paradox", 
she said. "that I should be asked to raise my voice on behalf of 
the disinherited manhood of the country. but il is suitable that r 
who represent the olher sex, ... the mothers of the men whom 've 
wish to make men and not emasculated machines, should raise a 
voice on behalf of the future mothers of lndia to demand that the 
birthright of their sons should be given back to them, so that 
to-morrow's India may be once more worthy of its yesterday ..... , 
Not only of its yesterday, but also of its today. For she went on 
to ask: "Have we not, the women of India, sent our sons and 
brothers to shed their blood on the battlefields of Flanders, 
France, Gallipoli and Mesopotamia 1" 

It was a rhetorical question but perfectly legitimate. though it 
would have been even more pertinent if she or somebody else had 
turned on the searchlight of their interrogatories on the man net 
in which the lives of Indian soldiers were being squandered in the 
various theatres of war. Very early after the outbreak of hostilities, 
it is well to recall, a number of Indian divisions were rushed to 
Europe to plug the holes on the Western Front without much 
preparation, conditioning or acclimatisation. Later they were 
1argely withdrawn, partly because they were needed elsewhere
in the Middle East and East Africa, for example-and partly for 
reasons, never speJt out but obliquely hinted, which Were related 
to racist complexes. although a section of the British Press and 
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politicians, among them Winston Churchill, pressed for the use of 
Indian and African labour behind the lines so that morc British 
manpower could be drafted for combat duties. 

The management of campaigns in these secondary theatres 
had been even more incompetent than in the West. Particularly. 
the Mesopotamian adventure had been conducted in a shockingly 
had way and had led to the appointment of a commission of 
inquiry which, in its report, was very severe in its comment on 
its political as well as military bandling. and virtuaJJy placed the 
onus of mismanagement on Hardingc and Sir Beauchamp Duff, 
the Conunander·jn·Chief. Yet neither at Bombay nor at Lucknow 
did the Congress take up tbe issue, though in each session a 
resolution was passed aflirming the Congress' support for the 
Empire and praying "that the cause of the Allies may be crowned 
with success." This olTered good ground for "constructive 
criticism" of the conduct of the War, especially in the areas where 
lndia \\Ia.,\; providing bulk of the cannon·fodder and its soldiers 
were heavily engaged. Even Tilak and his militants seemed to 
resist the temptation of exploiting this as a politic line of attack 
against the Raj, or it may be that they were unaware of the gravity 
of the matter. 

At Lucknow, of course, the whole focus of Tilak's concern 
was t1xed on the crucial resolution. number twelve on the order 
paper. demanding the elevation of India to the status of a self
governing Dominion and the consequential resolulion which 
followed urging "the Congress Committee, Home Rule Leagues. 
and othel associations wh.ich have as their objeCt the attainment 
of selr-government within the Empire to carryon through the 
year an educative propaganda on law·abiding a.nd constitudonal 
lines in support of the reftlrms put. forward by th~ Indiail National 
Congress and Muslim League." He considered discussion on 
other resolutions as mostly supererogatory, if not a waste of time 
and energy and said ~o in so many words: 

We cannot now atford to spend our energies on aU the 
resolutions Oil the Public Services, the Arms Act, and sundry 
others. All i~ comprehended and included in this one 
resolution .... l do not care if the sessions of the Congress 
are held no longer; I believe it has done its work as a 



294 I:-IDiAN NATIONAL C01"GRLSS 

dclibetalivc body. These nrc the days of work and incessant 
labour. and I hope thut by the help of Providence. you will 
lind that energy and those rcsourccs which arc required r~lr 
carrying (}ut that scheme \\Ithin the next two years to come, 
and if not by the end (If 1917, when J expect the war will be 
closed, and then I hope we shall meet at some place in 
India. where we shall be able to raise up the bannc! \)1' 

selI~rule. 

This was .t naively over~an,guine view of the prospects ahead, 
not only for India but a world at war. Airy optimism has always 
come easily to Congress leaders as, indeed, it must to leaders of 
any progressive movement. 1n this instance, moreover, it was 
understandable. A .. for hopes of an carly victory for Britain and 
its. allie~, Tilak could be forgiven fer expecting it by the end of 
1917. News from the war fronts Tcaching India was almost all 
filtered through the prism of British propaganda which put an 
optimistic gloss even when things were going rather badly a~, in 
fact, they were at the end of 1916. both on the Eastern and Western 
Fronts. As for the political conjuncture in the country, his tlpti~ 
mism was fairly widely shared. 

And for reasons which appeared well grounded, but were to 
prove deceptive. The Muslim League Council and the Congre~s 
Executive. mandated at Bombay to work out ajoint position on a 
plan for ~clf-govcrning India, had duly met in April 1916 at 
Allahabad and then again in November at adcutta, They had 
succeeded in hammering out a scheme together Which WM c(')m
plete except for two ominously significant details on which agree· 
ment had eluded them. These related to the quotas for Muslim 
representation in the legislatures of lhe Punjab and Bengal, both 
of them Province," with a Muslim majority though a rather 
tenuous Olle. They were con~trained It) leave the two pOhlh 
to be .ccttlcd by the Congress and League leaders llt l.ucknow 
wherc both organisations were holding their annual sessions. 
during the post-Christmas wcek. 

Thus Lucknow was. to mark not merely the ending of estrange
ment within the Congress family. It WilS also to ~ee the conse
cration ofa much wider national c(}nsen_~us embracing the Muslim 
Leaugc which had originally been conceived by some of its 
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occult authors.1S> an npplhing current, Ilr at ka~t a breakw(lkr. \1) 

the ri.sing till\! (\1' Indian nationalism r,:plcsntcd by the Congre~l'. 

Thi.s happy tran.!.formation of the League was owed largely t(1 the 
cJforts of men like Jinnah and Mazhar-ul-Haque who Wt;f\!' active 
in both the Congres~ and \he Muslim League and saw the Janer's 
wle as that nf an, important Iri!'lutary ,If lhe politkaJ mainstream, 
n{lt that of a permanently contrary eddy within it. 

Tilak's attitude to the i;,$ue w.tS "r crucial even decbivc 
imporhmce. He had not been a party to the neglltialing pr\)ce:.s 
that had produced the Congress-League concllrdat. In fad. he 
was not n member of the AIHndia Congress Committee which 
finally seHleu the two outst.anding ['Joints at Lucknow, Ih<)ugh he 
llpparently atter,ded the joint meeting of the A.I,C.C. nnd the 
Muslim League on the evening of December 26, The acceptallce 
of the Congress~Lcague prl)posals by the Congress as a whole was 
by no means a foregone conclusion, There was an important and 
influential body of opinion. led by Madan Mohan Malaviya.. which 
wa .. opposed to it on the ground that it was ton generous to the 
Muslims nnd unfair 10 the majority community, If Malaviya and 
his men could have won over THak to their side lhey might well 
have succeeded in securing the rejection of the draft of Congrcss
League Scheme by the Subjects Committee where the debate wa" 
stormy and the opposing faction even threatened to hold a public 
demonstration against the Congress "if it surrendered h.l the 
Muslims," 

However. Tila.k":. was U VCfy paraOt)xic-:-l.l personality, His 
confessiomd orthodoxy was not in u(lubt in view of his staunch 
opp(')sition to reforming legislation like the Age of Consent Bill. 
Moreover, thc-r~ were W;PCCI~ 01' the Congr~~s,Le.lgue blueprint 
for self· government which he did not p:lrticularly relish, But. 
unlike '>orne of hi'> pcrfervid sUPP()ftefs. he had a re:llislic ~ense of 
priorilks and wanted I.) put flrsllhings firs!. Again. Utl!ike sonL: 
of the Hindu C111gress k:tdcr~ fn)ll1 \ ... hat we now caH the Hindi 
helt, he wa~ not D;} Ihe defelll>i."c nOT did h.: harlll)Ur a siege 
complex vis-a,vis the Mu~lim~. He did not think th:lt the hCllVCllS 
would fall if the llMXintUnl cnnC~SSi;)Il~ were m'.Lde to the Mu~li m 
League to achieve a uni1ed I ront h;:hilld the d:!Jnllld fllr c:.trly 
Home Rule l1nd u":\iullltiun of pOWer. He, therefore, bad 110 
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h~$-jtalion in throwing his \vdght behind the draft of Ihe Congfess~ 
League concordat. As c.s. RungLl I)cr has rL'C~1fdeJ. in Rcmi· 
lIis('I'I/CCS alld Alle,dales aholll LokamulIJG Tilak (Vol. Ii). "Wlwn 
the angry speakers were foaming (\-l1 all side), he [TilakJ was calm as 
a rock ... Thc leader ofl11C Malmrasll1ra who was Ihe most reJigiou5, 
the most learned in the Vedas and allllmg Ihe ml)st orthlldox of 
the Hindus, would not listen to any argument agnin~1 the Pact. 
Not thai he was enamoured of it him~df but if it w,lurd sati:.fy 
the Muslims, if it could bring them 10 the Congrc;,s, if it coulll 
replace their eXIra-territorial patriotism by Indian Nalio;1alism, 
the agreement wa~ w(}rih reaching. Lnkam'lnya Tibk's attimde 
wa~ the deciding factor in the Hindu-Muslim sculemen!. t!l'~ la~t 
word on the subject as far Ho; the Hindus wcrc concerned." 

In the nature of thing~ il could not be (he last word, but it 
certainly was tJle deciding factor in getting the Congress~Leaguc 
accord ratified by the plenary session of the Congress at which he 
made a characteristic speech which \\a~ not exactly a ffi:1s!crpicce 
of debating performance, but contained much lh)m·:·spun wit 
which disarmed and won over bis audience. He said: 

It has been said that we Hindu~ have yielded too much to 
our Mohammedan brethren. I am sure. I represent the sense 
of the Hindu commUllity all over India. when f say that we 
could not have yielded too much. I would n('ll care if the 
rights of Sclf·G()vemment are granted to the Mohl.lOlffiedan 
community on!y. I would not care if they are granted to the 
Rajputs. I w(mld not care if they are granted to the lower 
classes of the Hindu population .... Then the fight will be 
between them and another ~ection 0f the community. and 
not, as at prc~ent. a triangular fl£hL ... The B;iti~h tell us 
that we 1he descendants or 1he Aryans are not the original 
owners of the soil. We Aryam took the country frOI11 the 
Aborigines; the MusHms conquered it from the Aryan~; 
and the English conquered il from the Mu~lim.", HOIlee the 
English ,He the gu.udians of the Ab'lfigincs. Well. r agree to 
this and ask the English to go away de!ivering the possession 
1\') Bhils, Gonds und Adi~Dravids. We will gladly serve the 
original owners of the s()il. 
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This kind of down-tn-carth oratory laced with populist 
hUmllU( was weJl calculated to amuse, entertain and win over an 
audience already under the spell of Tilak's personality as, in fact, 
it did. The plenary session resoundingly ratiflCd the Congress
League Paet. Two days later, on the last day of the dying year, 
the Mu<;;lim League followed suit with its ratilication. Jinnah, 
who had worked hard to bring about the elH('f//e cortiiuie between 
the tWll principal political organisations in India and on that 
record fully deserved Sarojini Naidu's description of him as the 
"Ambassador of Hindu-Muslim unity", hailed it as the great 
sign of the birth of a united India. The Raja of Mahmudabad. 
who was to take over from Jinnah as the President or tile Mu~1im 
League next year. did not even wait for the ratification of the Pact 
hy the League tll throw a b<tnquet in honour of the Congress and 
the League and other disliltgUished visitors to Lucknow for the 
occasion on December 29 at which covers were laid for 150 
guests, A~ India was to report a month later. "After the loyal 
{pasts had been duly hon(mred, Mr. M.A Jinnah proposed the 
toast of the Congress and Mr, Surendranath Banerjee responded 
by suggesting the toast of the Muslim League. Both the toasts 
were recdved midst utmost enthusiasm,-' 

It did not say what the upraised glllsscs contained when the 
toasts were honoured. Presumllbly, choicest sherbet which Luck· 
now could ofter since both the Congress and the Muslim League 
were committed to teetotalism, at any rate, on public occa~ions. 
But India did not miss the opportunity to have a dig at opponents 
of Indian self-government. It asked: "What have the good 
people to say to this who are for ever representing Hilldus and 
Mohammedans as mutually antagonistic commllniliesT' 

The question was pertinent up to a point. Undoubtedly, in the 
short run the Lucknow accord seemed to niTer the best answer to 
the propagandists (~f the Raj who argued that Indians were 
incapable of agreeing among themselves and that this was the 
principal impediment to Indian self-government. However. in the 
ambient climate llf rejoicing over the Congress-League concord. 
cer(;lin disquieting que~ljons were overlooked, not leas1 the 
quesliml whether the whole edifiee nf the Congress-League 
concordat was lIot rounded on quieksarlds and built with highly 
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inflammable nlatcrial-- whether, in facL by opting for a tempting 
short~cul to:'1 necessary and essential rapprochement the leaders of 
the Congress and the Muslim League had not, unwillingly, set 
lndia on Ihe road to the ab)";;;;; of partition and created the condi
tions in which u monumental act of political \'andalism could be 
perpetrated three dec,ides later. 

In hindsight it is easy to see why such disturbing questions 
remained unasked or were stifled whell anybody tried 10 rai:.c 
them. A rational critique of the central feature of the Pact, ~ettil1g 
up a wall of separation between the Musllm and Hindu electorate, 
was not developed with any determination at the time and later it 
\vas to be 100 late. Much of the vociferous opposition to the 
Pact came from a section of the Hindu leadership wnich was 
itself rather sectarian in its outlook and hac1 never reaUy aCl,;epted 
the imperatives ofsecllbrism except as verbal smoke-screen behind 
which narrow egotisms could be defended, It was clearly impossi
ble for any liberal-minded person ill id~ntify himself with thi$ 
current of opposition to the Lucknow accord however doubtful 
people might have felt about certain aspects of th;lt aCC0rd. 

There was also another ractor, perhapoi, which g'4Ve to the 
Lucknow Pact a deceptive appearance of an exercise in prag
matic statesmanship when it was actually a case of falling ror 
naive opportunism and allowing the nation to be pushed along the 
line of least resistance which, not for the first or the last time in 
our subcontinental story. was to prove the line of worst resistance. 
There was a widely shared belief that separate electorate for the 
Muslims was a kind of rolitical homeopathy. a temporary ex
pedient, intended for the minoritr c\)mmllnity to enable it to 
()utgrow its fears and ,ulxieties of being swamped by the majority 
in a democratic set-up; that cventmdly they would be aha!ld0ned. 
Certainly, Tilak who courageously faced opposition eVen from 
some of his own followers and was accused by the more bigoted 
<lOlong them of having sold tIle pass to Muslims, thought so. On 
the other side. Jinnah, too, shared this vk:w which he was to 
express before the Parliamentary Select Commiuee in 1919 when 
giving evidence. Answering a question put to him by Major 
Omlsby-Gore whether he wanted "a1 the earliest possible lllom':nt 
to do away in political life with any distinction between Moham· 
medan and Hindu", his anSWCl was: "Yes.; nothing will please 
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me more !than) when fhat d.1Y com..:"." And \h~rc is 110 re:lsOIl 
to doubt that h..:: meant it ilt 1IJF: lim'~ alld W;:\S Hul just saying it 
[or effect. 

However, th" t1l>tion t:hcrishcd by many C()ngrl!% anu <"ll11-! 

Mus.lim League leauers that given time and th..:: Il:tfmwing of the 
educational and economic g~lP between the tv. .. } communities, the 
need for separate dcctor<.lte would uisappear, WJ.S sheer fanla.,y. 
The virus of conrc~~ionalist1l once insilluatl.!d int.) the bocl;;· 
polilic at Ihe time of the Morley-Minto Reform" was bmmd h) 
spread as S(1mC people had feared aud warned. III so far as the 
Lucknow Pucl envisaged the injecti(l(l (If an heavier Jose or (hi .. 
morbid culture into the political bloodstream, it could only serve 
h) make the cure virtually impossible :md m,,\ke it certain thut 
every appointment and preferment, fr<)/lt the lowly peon or 
patwar; upwards, would in time bt.'Con\c a hone of contention, if 
not caSIIS belli, between the communities. especially in a coulHry 
which had hardly taken the first step on the road tQ ecoll";)mic 
development and where employment opportunities were cx.tn:Ill·~
Iy limited. But somehow in the climate of convivial fraterni~ 

zation :lOd euphoria that obtained at Lucknow in the post
Chri~tmas week (1f 1916, these perils looming ahead did not com~ 
into the fieh.l of vision of the leadership on either side, or, if they 
did. were quickly brushed asid.e. 

Snnte other danger signals were als.o not heeded. The Wa.r was 
not at all going well for Britain and its allies. Predictably. the 
Tory Press was feverishly searching for tl scapego-a( and had HI") 

difficulty in finding one", not in the up-und-coming Lloyd 
George who had been the Minister of War since Kitchner's dc-a.th 
by witter, but in the Prime Minister of the day. Asquith, Lloyd 
George saw in the crisis on the war fronts a golden opportunity 
for r.:a!ising his ambition, He engineered a political cdsis ;It 

Westminster through a stratagem the audacity of which wa~ 
equalled hy its elTrontcry. Hc demanded the setting up of an 
inner War Cabinet of three but from which the Prime Minister 
w\")uld be excluded. having made sure or the Tory support for his 
proposal. It was not a demand which Asquith could po~sibly 
accept and he eventually resigned. Bonar Law having dedarcd 
his inability to f(.lrm a coalition administration, it was left to 
Lloyd George to conjure one and pre&ide over it. It was a 
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strang.e coalition in which nor,e of t.he old-time frontbcnch 
Liberals had agreed to serve although they promised it full 
extramural suppl1rt. 

Normally. any changes in British politics \\cre watched in 
India with intense interest. c~pecially by the Congress leadership 
in those days and every new de-velopmcnt was scrutinised most 
carefully for its possible eOcct (m Britain's Indian policy, in 
particular. But. rather surprisingly, the distinctly rude elbmving 
~JUI of Asquith by Lloyd George s\)mehow did not quite receive 
the attention one might have expected. This was the more 
surprising because it harrened barely a month before the Con
gress and the Muslim League were due to meet at Lucknow, 
though preoccupation with the signing and sealing of the con~ 
cQrdat between the two may partly explain relative lack of concern 
for (he remarkable eoup which the Welsh Wizard 11;td brought 
off with such consummate lack of jinesse. Partly aisl) the reason 
why undue attention was no! paid to it in rmlia may have been 
that there WItS 10 be no change 'It the Indin omC!! where Austen 
Chamberlain \vas to continue for some time longer. 

An the same the departure of Nquirh and the arrival of 
Lloyd Genrge at the helm hud certain implications for the futurc
tlnU even the presenl~()f India. India whit:h had sensitive anten
nae in these matters and was close to the scene was aware of the 
adverse repercussions it might have on the British handling of 
Jndian affairs. II disliked Uyad George for other reasons
perhaps because it considered him something of a parvenu and 
with a parvenu's happy want of ~cruple -but it~ fear was that he 
was merely the mascot for what was essentially a Tory Govern
ment. What is more, Lloyd George knew little about Tndia; as 
it editorially commented some months later, he ".has everything 
to learn about India" and it was apprehensive that he would 
lcarn from the wrong people. It noted with understandable 
alarm that Lloyd George had almo.>! immediatcly after his 
a~:>umption of power set up an inner War Cabinet of five, though, 
unlike what he had demanded of Asquith. he did not exclude 
himself from it. Olher members of this War Cabinet were BOfl4lr 

LllW, Curzon, Milner and Arthur Henderson. Bonar law, 
prewmably kept busy as the Chancellor of the Exchequer and 
Leader of the House of Commons. it ''\ias said, "will not be 
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expected to attend regularly," As for Arthur Hendcrwn, he wa" 
included 1(1 keep the Lab{)ur happy and was rcally ,it super
numerary. This left only the triumvirate-lloyd. George, CUflOn 
and Milner--as the supreme arbiters and decision-makers. 

India regarded Lloyd George as something ora "wildelephanf' 
who was at hi" best only so long .is he was hemmed in between 
"two tame ones," But its harshest judgement was reserved for 
Curzon and Milner whom it described as "perhaps the most 
sinister figures in the English political li[.:," "Each." it adJed, 
"has set a continent aJighl"-a reference to CUfzon's role ill Lhe 
Partition ()f Bengal and Milner's part in shaping the policies that 
led to the BI'lCr War. Its leader-writer was certainly pitching it 
rather high. but he had good grounds for his acute sense of 
misgiving. For Curzon's was, as Gokhale had said. "u masterful" 
personality, and though he was not directly hwo!ved in handling 
Britain's Indian policy he was bound to influence it and in a. 
manner likely to vitiate any positive content that might be im
parted to it as, ilt fact. proved to bc the case. This despite the 
foWL that Inwards the middle of July 1917, Lloyd George. partly 
/.IS a balancing factor against Curz(m and partly to rea~sunl 
"these loyal myriads" as he called the Indians in a speech in 
April at the Guildhall, inducted Edwin Montagu at the Inuia 
Omee who was Curton's befe "oire. 

However, nothing was said and done at Lucknow to suggest 
that the Congress leaders, including Tilak. were <1t all worried 
over the changing of the guard il\ Whitehall. In the mood, of 
exhilaration and optimism that the Congress-League entente 
had created, they were contemplating other and beguiling 
pmspects ahead. The C\)Jlgress had passed It resolution-number 
twentYksecolld on the agenda-authorising "the All-India Olllg
greSS Committee to arrange that a deputation consisting. as far 
u') possible. of represcnllllivcs from the different pmvince~ 
should proceed to England immediately after the war to pres!> 
Indian claim as, outlined in Resolution XII on the attention of {he 
Government and people of Eng.land." It had even fished out 
from its ()ld Jiles a suggestion adopted at Calcutta more than a 
quarter of Ii century earlier and then almnst forgotten. The 
twenty-second resolution authorised the A.r.C,C. "to arrange for 
a special session of the Congress in England, if necessary." 
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Yet tJlerc was cause enough for worry even thllUgh it was 
\)bscured by certain gestures of ;:,;ourtesy which the representa
tives of the Raj were willing to make to the Congress ror services 
renuered and abjuring all thoughh of trying to turn Britain's war
time diftkulties into an opportunity for India as K:l.Utilya and 
other clal>sical Indian authorities on realpolilik might have 
enjoined. Already in 1914, Lord Pentland. Governor or Madras, 
haJ put in an appearance at the Congress session ju:'.t long enough 
to hear it affirm its "profound devotion to the ihrone" and its 
"un:.werving allegiance to the British connection." At Lucknow 
Sir James (later Lord) Mcston, Lieutenant-Governor of U.P .. went 
a step further. He not only briefly attended the Congress session 
with Lady Meston, but actually condescended to reply to the 
President's- words {)f welcome and in so doing discove-red "a 
curious link both in time and in sympathy" with it "from the day 
of its inception" in (he happy coincidence Ih;:u the year in which it 
had seen the light--1885~WilS als{) Ihe year in which he- bad 
begun his- "cndCaVl)U(S to ~erve India:" 

Such polite gestures were- certainly preferable to rude one~. 
Howevcr. they bUHercd as yet no politic<ll parsnips. Mllfcova, 
then: was another side to the medal '.vllieh \VUS not so pretty. 
Judith M. Brown in her Galldll(.\· Rise /0 POII'Cr delivers herself 
of an exceedingly bland, if not soporific, generalisation. "All 
govcmmenlS. impaial or othenvise," she says, "have to work a 
judicious combination of conciliation tlnJ as~~rtion of power," 
That is only another way of saying that they rC~oft to the slick and 
the carrot in turn. The Leeds .AierCII/'.l' writing at the time was to 
put it Jess coyly and ~p{)kc of '"these altcrnalC d~)ses of thc eane 
and jam. " It could have added that the jam was only promis~ory -
and even the prl)mi$e had n~)l been spell out at the beginning of 
1917. As for the Cillle, it was fM real most ~)f the time. 

For even Hardingc. f\)r all his lib.:!rality. had done tittle to 
attenuate in any degree the strnctur.:: ill the police Slate alld the 
coercive laws reflected in the gruesome statisti('~ of hangings, 
impri~(.mmel\ts without trial and ~cn{ences of !f'-!11SIK>rtatioJ1 tor 
life during his eXkndcd term t\S proeo:lsuL After he [rft -and 
he was soon himself to face a bitter inquisitinn. o<,tcllsibly for hi" 
mishandling of the Mesopotamian expedition btl! really because 
the Tory diehards considered him to have been tou soft with 
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Indian$~"~what Dr. Brown describes as "the pl)licy of balance 
between conciJiatinn and repression" WitS distinctly tilted towards 
the lalter under his sUCCessOl", Chelmsford. A ··valued Indian 
Correspondent·' tlf india wrote: "Things look very black and we 
are in for a (ong spell of the iron hand without the velvet glove." 

This was by no means an exaggerated and overdmwn picture 
of the political condition of India during the tlrst half of 1917. 
It is conli.rmed in a letter written abnut the same lime 10 a 
literary friend in England by Rabindranath Tagore who was III 

no way volatile in his political reactions. He wrote: 

Constant conflict between the growing demands of the 
educated Indian community in India for II substantial 
share in the administration of their country and the spirit 
of hostility of Government has given rise among a 
considerable number of our young men to methods oj" 
violence, bred of despair and disgust. This has been met by 
the Government by a polley l)f thorough repression. In 
Bengal itself hundreds of men ,Ire interned without trial, 
a great number in unhealthy surroundings in jails, and in 
solit(lry cells, in a few cases: driving them to in"anity or 
suicide. The misery thal is carried into numerous IlQuse
holds is deep and widespread. What I consider tn be the 
worst outcome of this irresponsible policy is the spread of 
the contagion of hatred against anything Western in the 
mind,. which !ouffer from it. III this crisis the only European 
who has shared our sorrow incIlrring the anger and derision 
of l1er c()untryl11~n, is Mrs. Besant. This was what led me 
to ex.press my grateful admiration for her noble coumgc. 

Tagore's reference to Annie Besanl is of some signifiC'dnce. 
tinder Hardinge by and large the top-ranking leaders of Indian 
opinion were lefl alone, though there were notable exceptions to 
this, like the Ali Brothers, Mohamed Ali and Shaukat Ali, who 
wcro! interned in May 1915. The quasi-immunity from arrest 
and mole~tation they enjoyed was a very sore point with provincial 
adminhltrations who would have liked to be tough with all and 
sundry and leach every Indian politician a lesson for being 
uppish, Hardingc's departure was a signal for the provincial 
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satraps to begin pressing the Government of rudi<l to allow them 
a frecr hand in dealing with political dissidents of tlte mOTC 

rc~pcclablc variety. Almic Besa.nt .. ltd Tiluk in particular. 
Annie Besant had been prohibited from setting foot in 

the Bombay Presidency at, early as 1916. Tilak's tum was to come 
next. Bolh he and Annie Bcsan! had laken the resolution passeJ 
at Lucknow session of the Congress urging upon all COlth'TC$S and 
Home Rule Leagues' workers to carry the mcs5a!,rc of the resolution 
on self-government, which was the central pillar of the Congress
League accord, to the people, au pied (ie fa If?tlre, as it wcre. On 
the very morrow of the Lucknow session they launched themselves 
jnto a kind of barnstNming propagandll campaign 10 build up 
mass support for the proposals fM self·governmentembodicdin the 
Congress-League scheme, but always taking care not to trespass 
into the very wide area covered by the sedition laws and regula
tions and Tiluk, with MahraHa shrewdness, even organised a 
meeting in the ntiddle of February urging upon the youth l")f the 
country the need of joining the army i.n response to the announce
ment by the Viceroy that the Govemment intended to enrol 
Indians in tlte Defence of India Force for military service for the 
duration of the War. But the authorities were not impressed by 
what t.he Home Member or the Government of India dismissed as 
'"the cloak of loyalty to the Crown." 

They had gOl wind of Tilak"s intention ttl utend the campaign 
of propaganda to the Punjab, flattered by British publicists at the 
time and since by describing it as the sword·arm of India because 
it furnished a substantial part of the cannon-fodder, It was then 
under the stern rulc of a Licutenant-Governor who was two years 
later to win even grJ.:ater laurels ber"re and during the Martial 
Law~Sjr Michael O'Dwyer. Hi!>administraEion was in something 
of 11 panic, partly simulated and partly real. bC(.au~e it was 
alleged that several hundred members of the Ghadm' ParlY froUl 
America had managed to return home and were planning 11 

terror campaign and cOllveniently a conspiracy to raid armourics 
in Lahore, Ferozepore, and Rawa!pb\di cantonments was un
earthed. to say nothing of the arrest of a Mahraaa muned Pingle 
at Meerut with a number of bombs, Sir Michael was determined 
not to allow Tilak to disturb the peace in his fief and on the Yery 
day of TiIak's Poona meeting served an order forbidding his 
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entry illto Ihe Province. Simultaneously, the Cheif Commissioner 
of Delhi, seat or the Imperial Government. prohibited his entry 
into that city, 

There were other indicutions that the Government's nerves 
were on edge. fn March a very high«powered deputation of the 
Indian Press had called on Lord Chehns!~'}fd to argue the case I'M 
repealing the Press Act of 1910. They were taken somewhat by 
surprise at the nw.nner in which he showed them the length of his 
tongue. As India was to report, "coached by Sir Reginald Crad« 
dock" of whom Bentham might have said that he wa,-. more 
concerned with enforcing law than creating order. "he beraled the 
deputation for bothering him at such a time," Heahio took the 
opportunity to tell the High Court judges, some of whom had 
made critical comments 011 the lawless laws which the Govern
ment had enacted and which debarred them from redressing 
flagrant acts of injustice. to mind their own busincss. The func« 
tion of a judge, he said. was not to say what the law ought to be. 
but what it i~. 

The clima:t of the policy of graduated toughness with troub!c« 
some politicians was reached in mid-June ()f the year. Under 
Craddock's promptings. Chelmsford overcame his own reluctance 
and gave clearance to the Madras Govemm~nt to take action 
against the mosl vociferous propagandist for Home Rule, a Wtlmlln 

in her 70th year, Annie BesanL In fairness, it must be said, that 
lmHke the ruthless way in which the British dealt With thc leaders 
of the Irish struggle after the Easter Uprising of 19t6.1ne authori
lies in [ndia werc still rather gentle and polite in their dealings with 
leaders of the Indian Home Rule movement. Lord Pentland, all 

erstwhile liberal British MP and Governor of Madras. showed 
Annio Besant "great consideration." He called her to see him. 
as he said, 10 givc hl!r opportunity for consideration. There 
followed a remarkable interview which must rank as a classic 
example (If the dialogue of the deaf and which reminds one of a 
scene in Attenborough's Gandhi where a future Viceroy of India 
tolls his aide to thank the Mahatma for his letter and arrcst him. 

Annie Besant wanted to know what she was to consider. 
"That'., said Pentland. "is for you to decide." When she repeated 
her question. he replied that he could not discuss it. After more 
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aflhis bark and forlh, Annie Besant said: "I can only act accord
ing to my conscience and leave the rest to God:' To that 
P\:ntland\ weary answer was, "We must a\l do that. You must 
understand that we shaH stop all your activities." Annie Be:mnt 
resignedly said: "You have all the power and I am helpless .... 
There is just one thing 1 should like to say to Your Excellency 
and that is lhat I believe you are striking the deadliest blow 
againstthe British Empire in India:' She added that she had no 
personal feeling against him and the interview was at an end. 
Pentland courteously w<llked \yitlt her to the door, 

He ]lad given her twenty-four hours to consult with her 
fricIlds. But, as she had told him, she had nOl11ing 10 rc-eonsider 
and she declined the generous offer which the authorities 
apparently made to her of a "safe conduct"' to England for the 
duration of the War so that they could breathe in peace. On 
June 15, 1916, they acted and took her in custody iogelher with her 
two fellow-workers both in the cause of Home Rule and Theos
ophy~G.S. Arundale and S.P. W:ldia. They were taken to 
Oo!acumut>.d in the Blue Mountairu. 10 be imerned. Noblesse, 
they say, oblige; and Pentland, courtCt)Us to Antl.ic Besant to Ihe 
la"t even though Sir Reginald Craddock, Home Member of the 
Go\"emmcnt of India, had referred to her as "a vain old lady", 
offered ber six alternative places to choose from for her intern
ment. She opted for O()ty. But this did not prevent him from 
barring her and her companions from ··",riling. new or publishing 
old articles or books and correspondil"g with anyone," or from 
forfeiting the securities depos.ited for her press and paper, New 
iI/diG, wbich were, it seems, taken over by P.K. Telang, son of the 
translator of the Gila into English. 

In spite of the gentlemanly manner in which her internment 
WilS carried out, it was a profound shock eVl'n to the most mode
rate Indians. Dr. Tej Bahadur Sapru. "one of the most constitu
tional of Indian politicians", according to Judith M. Brown, was 
incensed and wrote to a friend al'.d colleague, Situ Ram: 

So the campaign of repression has begull ill right earnes!. 
I am afraid tilC pLllitical atmosphere has never been more 
gloomy or threatening than it is ,11 prcsent .... r think we 
must stand by .... Mrs. Bes,mt who hud fought for us and 
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worked for us so bravely. I personally am not one of her 
chelas, but 1 feel that she has been very unjustly and harshly 
dealt with .... 

Among those who had been dosely associated with her, the 
reaction to her internment was even stronger. S. Subramania 
Iyer. u man of the utmost respectability, a former acting Chier 
Justice of the Madras High Court and a knight into the bargain. 
had already stood up and insisted on being counted as a supporter 
of her Home Rule League when Pent/arid had made a veiled 
threat in the Legislative Council of suppressing Home Rule 
propaganda a few weeks belore her internment. After l1er arrest 
he was to rertounce his knighthood and wrote to President Wilson 
protesting against Jler internment and pointing out that i1 was the 
attitude o/" bureaucracy in India which was hindering the war 
eflort. hoping this argurr.errt would carry some weight with the 
Americans who had joined the fray by April 1917. The leiter 
which described Ihe state of Indin under the British and listed 
some of India's griefs was by no means an exaggeration though it 
was, inevitably. ~ekctjve. It is not known what, if any. al\Swer 
was vouchsafed to tjle plea for the American President's inter~ 
ce~sion rrom S. Suhramania Iyer. What is. known is thut the 
White House. as behoved a loyal ally, passed on the contents of 
the letter which had been sent to President Wilson through 
two American citizens, Mr. and Mrs. HOlchner, to the British 
Ambassador in Washington. 

As a result ,I number of questions. were asked in the House of 
Commons by irate Tory and other MPs; very nasty things were 
'said about Subramaniyu Iyer and condign punishment de

, manded. This was eventually to lead to his voluntary renunciation 
of alllhe honours that had beenconrcrred on him by the Govern~ 
mcnt, and both Chelmsford and Montllgu, when they ",ere in 
Madras in December 1917. administered very severe reprimands 
to 11im. Montagtr, whose speeches Subramania Iyer had edited, 
was particularly harsh on him. "Perhaps I treated him rather 
harshly, but T was ~I!\gry." he noted ill his Diary. 

Btll neither Chell11~ford !lOr MOlltagu could allow themselves 
to- be angry in public with lhe British MPs, some of whom 
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personally knew Annie Bcsant, who kept on pestering the Secre~ 
tary of State for India week after week at Westminster, Nor 
could the Viceroy do anything effective to prevent the movement 
of protest against her internment spreading throughout the 
country. As Jawaharlal Nehru leJls us, many Moderates. among 
them h.is father, MotHal NeJlTlt, joined 11cr Hom!: Rule 
League as a gesture of solidarity. Even Jinnah. a man not given 
to any impulsiveness. did the same as did another Moderate, 
C.Y. Chintamani, to say nothing of Surendranath Banerjea. 
Madan Mohan Malaviya. who had been associated with her in 
the founding of Benaras Hindu University, actually "began 
circulating a passive resistance manifesto for signatures." 

The idea had also occurred to the man who had field exper
ience of passive resistance ar>.d had conducted it to some effect 
though not so far on any major scale in India-Gandhi. Whatever 
his diJferences with Annie Be5ant on political or philosophical 
grounds. he was in p.o manner of doubt that the Government had 
committed a "big blunder" atld wrote to Chelmsford asking him 
to acknowledge as much and withdraw the internment order" 
though he made it clear that he did not "like much in Mrs. 
Besant's method" or ·'the idea of political propaganda being 
carried on during the War." 

This was in July. Later {hat month the All-India Congress 
Committee and lhe C{)undl of the Muslim League met in 
Bombay and demanded the release not only of Annie Bes<lr.t. but 
also the Ali Brothers. However. on the issue of a passive resistance 
campaign opip.ion was divided and the matter was referred to the 
Provincial Congress Committees-to which, it seems. Gandhi was 
opposed, arguing puzzlingly, that passive resistance implying the 
useof"soul force", "was purely a matter of individual cort~ciei".ce" 
and as such "the subjed should l1.Ot be considered at all by the 
Congress Committees or by the Congress:" Earlier he had 
advised some of his Bombay fl iends-Umar Sobhani, Shankerlal 
Bankcr, Indulal Yajnik and others- who JJad approached him 
that they "should wllect 100 volunteers to walk from Bombay 
to her place of internment in protest'" It was almost as if he had 
in his mind some kind of a laboratory exreriment in Indian 
conditions of what he had tried in South Africa and what he was 



A SEASON OF CONSENSUS 309 

himself to attempt on a vaster and mucJl more ambitious scale 
thirteen years later. 

But it never came to that. As far as the AII~rndia Congress 
Committee and the Muslim League Council were concerned, they 
opted for procrastination and deferred the matter to their meeting 
at Allahabad in the first week of October. Others had serious 
doubts as to the wisdom of launching a passive resistance cam
paign on the internment issue. These doubts were only to be 
accentuated by an unexpeCted development at Westminster which 
made political leadership in India wonder whether, after all, the 
still unpromised land was not much closer than they had been 
imagining in their moments of pessimism. 



CHAPTER XII 

BETWEEN TWO POLICIES 

Thursday's child. so they say, has far to go. Edwin Samuel 
Montagu mayor may not have been born on a Thursday. At 
atl events, and unhappily, his political career was cut short by 
his resignation ill March 1922 for having published without 
Cabinet authority a telegram from the Government of India 
urging a more friendly policy towards Turkey and finally by 
death in November 1924 at the relatively early age of forty· 
five. However. it wa.:;. on a Thursday·-July 12, 19lT-that he 
made one of the most Mtable speeches in the House of Com~ 
mons Oil the theme of Indian policy of His Majesty's GOVC!,l· 
ment. He described the Indian system of Government as "sta· 
tute-ridden" and "indefensible" and the- methods of [ndian 
bureaucracy a~ the "apotheosis of circumstances." He called for 
immediate and drastic constitutional changes in Tndia and in a 
key passage said: 

. , . whatever be the object of your rule in India, the universal 
demand of those Indians whom I have met and correspon
ded with is that you should state it. Having stated it, you 
should give some iustalment to show that you are in real 
earnest..,.f am positive of this, that your great claim to 
continue the illogical system of Government by which we 
have governed India in the past is that it is efficient. /t has 
been prored 10 be nul effh:iem, ... Unless you are prepared 
to remodel, in lhe light of modern experience, this century
old and cumbrous machine, then, I believe, I verily believe. 
that you will lose your right to control the destinies of the 
Indian Empire. 

He spoke as a private member. It sounded good sense, even 
rather bold though it would not have needed an Empsonian 
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talent for spotting ambiguities for some of hi~ feUow~members 
in the Chamber to disC{wer thal his phrasing was sul1i.ciently 
clastic, even non-committal. for Montagu to make it m~an as 
much or as little as suited his TJurpose. The general impres~ion, 
however, was that it W(tS a performance not altogether witlltlut 
some arriere-pensei:' and they could guess what it was. The guess 
became a certainty the next day when Austen Chamberlain re
signed as Secretary of State for India and Montagu, who had 
served as understudy to Chamberlain's predecessor, Lord Crewe. 
between 191O~14, took over the charge of the "Jewel in 
the Crown". 

Montagu, of t:;mlr~e, denied that in speaking the way he 
had spoken he was making a bid for lhe India Olfice or that h~ 
was privy to the information that its Tory incumbent was vacat
ing his tenancy. But his dh;claimcrs were taken with more than a 
pinch of saiL The Tory Press was predictably angry over his 
appointrneat. The ftloming Pnsl was scathing aboul Montagu, 
"Being possessed of the hide of a rhinoceros" and a "hrow of 
bmss". it said. he had "snatched" at the olfice "without ;;Imme 
or compunction:' And India was not exaggerating when it wrote 
that "the India Olnee has gone into deep mourning". The bureau~ 
cratie hierarchy- ·{,ll the way up and down the ladder-in India 
was equally unhappy. For its part India had beea pleasantly 
surprised. It had feared that Lloyd GeMgc, who seemed to pre
fer Tories to liberals a" his ministerial co!ieagues, would rep-lace 
Chamberlahl. by another Tory. But this was tt) misread some 
of the signs it had itself repJrted and underestimate Lloyd 
George's cunning. 

In his Guildhall sp:!ech at the end of April, he had spoken 
. of Ihe "loyal myriads" of India (and Ireland) and remarked 
that {hey were "entilled to ask that they :.hould feel, not thai they 
are subject races, but partner nations." This passage m.ay or may 
not have been targeted at the ears of Pre~ident Woodrow Wilson 
who had brought the United States into the War bardy thre~ 
weeks before. But evidel1tly it was regarded s.ufficiently subver
sive by Reuter to omit from its nothing-but-the-trlllh cables to 
India. Then on May 18 he had done S.P. Sinha, a former Pre
sident of the Indian National Congress, though an archetypal 
Moderate, the signal honour of inViting to brCllkfast with him 



312 INmAN NATIONAL CONGRE~ 

at No. 10 Downing Street. India had written about this invita
tion in a light-hearted vein and recalled that in Disraeli's Lothaire, 
"one of the best drawn of political ladies", Lady St. Juli..1.o, says 
that "men who breakfast out, or who give breakfasts, are dan
gerous characters." Whatevel lloyd George's reputation with 
the ladies, whether political or otJlerwise, India had recorded 
bis compliment to the ex-President of the Congress "with appre
ciation." It indicaled that the British Prime Minister was con
templating some initiative over India-or go through the motions 
of one. For this he needed S0111e convincing, or at least plausi
ble, instrument. 

Montagu wa::; well qualified to be that. He enjoyed a reputa
tion for being sympathetic to Indian aspiration::;. Not that he 
was quite the radical which the Tory establishment in Britain 
made him out to be. Whatever the extent of his sympathy with 
Indian aspirations, he did not wish to jeopardise his political 
prospects and had to tread very warily. He was aware that he 
had powerful enemies at the very apex of power-among them 
Lord Curzon of Kedleston with whom he had effectively crossed 
polemical swords not so long ago and who was now a member 
of the inner War Cabinet, the so-caIted War Council. The Tory 
establishment did not love him and Tory MPs seemed deter
mined to subject him to embarmssing interrogatories over the 
speech he had made on the eve of Austen Chumberlain\; resigna
tion in which he had voiced a harsh critique of the system of 
governance in India. They wanted to know whether he still stood 
by the views he had expressed on. that Monday, July 12, 1917. 
He, of course, tried to back-pedal a little if not eat his words. He 
said thaI then he was speaking as a private member. "Now," 
he added, "I am the spokesman for His Majesty's Government." 
This W2.S a fair. at least plausible. point to make. But his Tory 
tormentors were not so easily to be shaken off. They returned 
to taunt him again nnd again. 

His difficulties. with his Tory critics and opponents were only 
a part of the problems he faced. He was also under pressure 
of events and developments in India. If the good opinion which 
Indian politicians had of him was not to be di~sipated and his. 
teml of office to end in a miserable fiasco. he had to m()vequickly 
and m:'lke some gesture of res.ponsive goodwill. He knew that 
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Annie BeminCs internment had alienated even the most moderate 
01 Moderates nnd made it impossible for them to side with the 
Government. As he was to write in l1is An Indian Diary, "r parti· 
cularly liked that Shiv:! who cut his wife into fift)~two pieces, only 
to discover that he had fifty· two wives! This is really what happells 
to [he Government of India when it interns Mrs. Besant." His 
appointment had inevitably intensified the pressure not only for 
the lifting of the internment order on Annie Besant, but also the 
release of other eminent internees, like the Ali Brothers (Moham· 
ed Ali was President·eJect of the Muslim League) and young 
Maulana Abul Kalam Azad who had been interned a[ Ranchi. 
Both the Congress and the Muslim League were under consid· 
erable popular pressure to launch a passive resistance move· 
ment to secure their release. 

On August 20. therefore, the House of Commons witnessed 
one of those contrived scenes which are an essential parl of par· 
liamentary politics in the North Sea Island. In answer to a pre· 
arranged question by Charles Roberts, a fonner Under Secretary 
of State for India, Montagu made a statement that there was 
complete accord between the Imperial Government and the 
Government or India as regards the policy "of the increasing 
association of Indians in every branch of the administration, and 
the gntdual development of self-governing institutions with a 
view to the progressive realisation of Responsible Government in 
India as an integral part of the British Empire. They have decid· 
ed that sub!itantial steps should be taken in this direction as soon 
as possible." Having served this appetiser in the first part of the 
statement. he took care to dilute it with an abundant dash of qua~ 
lIfieatiom and conditions; 

... progress- in this policy can only be achieved by successive 
stages. The Briti5h Government and the Government of 
India on whom the responsibility lies for the welfare and 
the advancement of the Indian peoples, must be tile judges 
of the time and measure of each advance and they must be 
guided by the co~operation received from those on whom 
new llpportunities of service will thus be conferred, and by 
the extent to Which it is found that confidence can be 
reposed in their sense of responsibility. 
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Simultaneously two other announcements were made. First, 
it was made known that the Secretary of State f\)r India would 
be shortly going to India to discuss the matter with the Viceroy_ 
Secondly, a long standing plea of Indian politicians was accepted 
and it was announced that army commissions from which fndians 
had hitherto been barred would be thrown open to them. How
ever, the quality of this generous concession to Indian wishes was 
not overstrained. At a time when the authorities were engaged 
in an intensive n:l.,'ruiting campaign to fill the breach left by heavy 
casualties. the first instalment of commissjon~ offered to fndil.l 
W'olS meagre enough 10 be counted on the li.ngers of twet 
hands with a finger to spare. 

As for the declaration outlining the British Government's 
policy perspective relating to constitutional developments in 
India, it was vague and insubstantial, leaving plenty of room 
for subsequent tergiversations. This was hardly surprising. For 
though the voice that read out the statement in the l-touse of 
Commons was the voice of Edwin Montagu, the language was 
the language of that "sonorous phantom" ~Lord Curzon
as his biographer, Lord Ronaldshay (later ZeLland), te!:.tifies~ 
with some as:f>istance from Austen Chamberlain, Montagu's 
predecessor. It was, at all events. designed to be a holding state· 
ment to gain time and defuse the situation in India and keep H 
from boiling over. Montlgu was himself to admit as much and 
claim in his A" Indian Diary that by making this declaration of 
policy and visiting India he "kept India quiet for six months. 
at a critical moment in the War." 

Montagu's statement on the ends of British policy in India 
and the announcement that he would soon be going there could 
not but strengthen the hands of thos.e ill the Congress, the two 
Home Rule Leagues and the Muslim League-and at the time 
the membership and leadership of all tJlese political organisations 
often tended to be overlapping-who were opposed to or luke· 
warm about the notion of a passive resistance campaign over the 
jntenunent issue. The issue. in any case, virtually became a non~ 
issue when in tIle middle of September 1917 the Government 
of Jndia. apparently against the wishes and advice of the Madras 
Government. persuaded the latter to lift the internment order 
on Annie Besant and her assodates. It was not prepared to 
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extend the amnesty to other eminent -political internees. like 
the Ali Brothers and Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, even though 
not only the Muslim League, hut Gandhi was beginning to press 
for their release. The Government, it seems, regarded these 
Muslim leaders as greater danger to Ihe Empire because of their 
alleged pan~Islamic sympathies and support for Turkey and other 
Muslim countries or the Middle East and North Africa which 
were seen as a region ripe for a fresh calve up among the Allied 
Powers after their victory. 

Dr. Pattabhi Sitaramayya in his history of the Congress. 
somewhat curiously, hints that the Indian Government decided 
to withdraw the internment order again~t Annie Besant fonow~ 
log some pledges she gave to the Government. 'fIle only basis 
for this rather unlikely suggestitHl is a passage he quotes from 
Mont-agu's An Indian Diary in which he writes that Chelmsford 
was contemplating reimposing internment on her bC<"uuse of some 
speech she made after her release and because she had "violated 
her pledges." But {he actual text-·and the context-------ofthis entry 
does not wholly warrant Dr. Sitaramayya's suggestion. On the 
ot}ler hand, the Anglo~lndian Press and a considerable body of 
diehard British bureaucrats in India, who intensely disliked 
Montagu, suspected him of having put pressure on Delhi (0 lift 
the restl"ii.:tions on her and thus set whal they considered a bad 
precedent. However, Montagu's part in lhe whole affair seems 
to have been minimal and lhe Government of India, or at any 
rate Chelmsford, appeared to have acted <lftheir own vo1ition
and for dIe perfectly understandable reason that they wanted to 
create a favourable atmosphere for Montagu's [ndia mission. 

The ploy worked. At lheir joint meeting the AII·lndia Can· 
grcss Committee and the Council of the Muslim League at Alia· 

-llabad on October 6 decided to drop the idea of passive resis
tance on the ground that the situation had "changed", Over 
the- next six or seven months [he principal focus of political 
attention and expectancy was to be Edwin Montagu and what he 
said or did as he travelled round the country, receiving "addres
ses" from all manner of organisations and associations, some 
real, others corijured up by the authorities for the o1.'Casion, 
bUI a large number of the-m representing the diverse secular or 
confe~~ional vested interests and egolisms, Between the late 
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Fall of 1917 and Ihe end of Spring in 1918 his i'lterviews with 
Indian. politicians. his meetings with their Highnesses. some of 
whose domains were larger than the British Isles while otbers 
whose princedoms (as he was told) extended no further than the 
fields watered by a single well, and bis talks with the bureaucrats 
who constituted the "steel frame" of [he Indian administration 
and many of whom hated his guts and could barely be polite to 
him-made the daily headlin.es in the Press. 

Because of security reasons the details of his passage to India 
at the head of a delegation which included the Earl of Donotl~ 
gilmore, Charles Roberts who had formerly been Under-Secre
tary of State for India, SiT William Vincent whose services had 
been lent to him by an obliging and curious Government of India, 
and Bhupendranath Basu had been kept secret. But we know 
from the Diary that they travelled overland to Taranto in the 
second half of October 1917, where they boarded the H.M.S. 
Bristol, their first port of caU being Port Said. They stayed in Cairo 
for a few days where Montagu was the guest of Sir Reginald Win· 
gate, and sailed for India aboard the (> & 0 liner Kaiser~i·HiJld 
on October 30. arriving in Bombay on November 10. 

It was not Montagu's first trip to India, having been there on 
a private visit five years earlier. Even so the beauty of Bombay 
as it was before the vandals began systematically to destroy it 
in the post·independence period. did not fait to thrill him. 
"Bombay itself and one's first introduction to India," he wrote, 
"is, I think, one of the wonders of the world, and must produce 
exuberance, enthusiasm even to the most prosaic nature." He was 
also overwhelmed by the thought orlhe difficult assignment that 
he had undertaken, alternating between a fecling of humility and 
that mood of Walter Mittyism to which most British politicians. 
tended to be prone, whethcr Tory, Liberal or Labour. when they 
imagined they were settling the fate of India. He wantcd to do 
something big and wrote: 

My visit to India means that we are going to do something, 
and something big. I cannot go home and produce a little 
thing or nothing; it mUSt be epoch·making, or it is a 
failure; it must be the keystone of the future history of India. 
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However, between his desire to do "something big" and his 
ability to achieve anything big there fell a shadow--or rather 
a number of shadows. The shadow. to begin with. of his aware~ 
ness of the inadequate political weight he carried in the British 
Government and Parliament. Soon after his arrival in Bombay 
he ruefully wished that he llad not undertaken his Indian assign~ 
menl all alone. He wrote in his Diary: 

I wigh Lloyd George were here: [ wish the whole British 
Cabinet had come: [wish Asquith were here. It is one of 
India's misfortunes that I am alone, alone. alone the person 
that has got to carry this thing through .... The responsibililY 
restswithme .... his I that have got to do this thhlg. and 1 
spend my whole time racking my brains as to how 1 am 
going to get something which India will accept an.d the 
House of Commons will allow me to do without whittl
ing it down .... 1 would that f could make it clear to those 
at home that if the results of our deliberations are either 
something which India will not accept. or a niggling. miserly. 
grudging safeguard. fiddling with the existing order of things, 
we shall have defrauded, and defrauded irreparably-for 
they will never believe m; again-a vast continent whose 
history is our glory, and whose hopes and aspiration'i, 
fears and tribulations it is pathetic to see .... 

There was the even bigger shadow of the forces raf'.ged against 
him hoth at home and in India. At home he had to nm the gaunt
let of "Curzon, Milner, Bonar Law, etc." Charles Roberts, 
who was a member of his tcam and from the start deeply pes&j~ 
mistic and convinced that the whole enterprise waS going to cnd 
in disaster-as in fact it did-told him sO in Delhi. In India, 
.he could expect little help from Chelmsford who, he bemoaned, 
not only came "from the wrong class", but "collected his views 
from his surroundings ... did not take the prospect of reform seri~ 
ously ... thought things would go on as usual for ever." His 
favourite phrase. Montagu noted, was. "1 wish it were possible 
but I am afraid .... " As for most of the bureaucratic hierarchs, 
they had not wanted him to visit India at all and, in his own 
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words, were making every attempt to "jlUlTY him in order to 
get him out of the country:' 

But, perllaps, the biggest shadow of all was thaI cast by his 
own ambivalence and contradictions permeating the interstices 
of his mhld. In her preface to his All Indian Diary, his wife, 
Venetia Montagu, who seems to have been a woman of some 
perceptiveness and much beauty, claims: "TIle welfare of India 
was the one mastering passion or his life: he joined Mr. Lloyd 
George's Government ..• only on condition that he should go to 
the India Office, confident iI'l the great work which he felt he 
could accDmplish for the cause he had so much at heart." 
There is no reason to doubt her testimony on 111i5 point. Un~ 
fortunately, however, although Molttagu was sip.cere in wanting 
to do something "epoch-making" in lndia and for India, thi" 
was something wholly beyond him. And for tIle good rea~on 
that the universe of cOP.Slitutional concepts in which he lived 
and moved and had his being was far too narrow for al\ything 
big to emerge from it. 1 [tdeed, it was made up of the same bits 
and pieces which were the stock-in-trade of bureaucratil: think
ing in Whitehall and India and which were bound to stultify 
the generous impulses that stirred within him from time to 
time. 

It was CUriOllS, for instance, tlla! he was much taken by the 
Curtis scheme. Lionel Curtis, it will be rec<llled, was orte of the 
leading lights of the Rouf1.d Table group who saw in the British 
Empire a "Commonwealth of God"----or eM/as Dei~al\d exer
cised considerable irtllucf.ce with the British establishment. Mon
tagu noted tl at he jleld ·'in. the hollow of his hands the Timt'S 
anu Lord Miln.er:' He could llave added that, with Chirol, he 
was very much a persona grata, almost a friend, guide and CDUll~ 
sellor, with the bllreaL:cralic establishment in rndia. A year 
before Montagu's visit to India. Curtis had bad a brain-waVe 
and floated the idea of collect.ive stewardship of Indiml affairs 
by Britain and tlle White Dominions, including South Africa 
where he had been Assistant Colonial Secretary, presumably 
because he felt that after the War Britain alone might no! have 
the muscle to cope with the political discolUcnt that might erupt 
in India. The document in which he set out this bright idea~a 
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letter-was somehow leaked to the Indian Press and was pub
lished. It Icd to a wave of protests at about the time of the 
Lucknow Congress, induding one from Gandhi. 

In view of the mistrust of Curtis by nationalist politicians 
in India. it might Imve been thought Montagu would have been 
very wary of any proposals coming from him. But not so, and 
he seemed to be taken in by him. And Tilak when he read the 
Montugu-Chclmsford Report in July 1918 was to write an article 
in the Kes(lri, headed "A Sunless Morning", in which, with 
some justice, he said that the Report embodied "Monlugu-Curtis 
Reforms." However that may be, even the tentative proposals 
which Montagu jotted down in his Diary after his first round 
of talks in Delhi showed him to be very much under Curtis' 
spell. They did not, in any case, add up to very much, ex(,-ept 

for a "brilliant idea"-like Arcllimedes, the inspiration came 
to him in hi:) bath~thHt he would resign as Secretary of State 
for India on condition tbat Lloyd George found a seat in the 
Commons for S.P. Sinha (later Lord Sinha of Raipur) so Ihat 
he could be appointed in his place to pilot the reforms through 
the British Parliament whilst he would offer to serve under Sinha 
as Under-Secretary of State for rndia and help him in hi:) task. 

This. he felt. would "teach the Indian (he obviously meant 
the British) Civil Servants that a British Statesman Who, however 
unueservedly, has reached the Cabinet rank. finds nothing dero~ 
gatory ill assisting rather than controlling an Indi'lI1." He also 
believed that this "bri1li.mt idea" wa~ just the sort of thing that 
would appeal to Lloyd George's dramatic sense alld which he 
would accept. And he was sure~and in this he wa'> probably 

. right-that the gesture would "tire the imagination" of Indians. 
But, he added, it was som.ething "very much in the future." He 
could have gone rurther and said that the future he envisaged 
was not to be - at least in the way in which he envisaged it. 

He was shrewd enough not to be deceived by the exhibits 
that were presented to him a.s evidence to prove (hat everything 
'vas for the best in the best of all possible imperial possessi(}ns. 
He knew that some of the "deputations" who came to sec him 
and prescnt "addresses" were in the nature of commalld perfor
mances. They consisted of men who repre:>ented no tangible body 
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of sapient opinion in the country~"and perhaps Ilot even them
selves. In his Diary. for instance, he records how he and his 
colleagues: "ragged" a certain Raja Hrishkesh Saha whom he 
found "continually subscribing, on various deputations. to views
in which he did not believe." And he knew full well who were 
the valid interlocutors with whom the constitutional fulure 
of India could be, and would ultimately have to be, discussed 
to some purpose. 

Thus:, after meeting the repres.entativcs of the Congress. the 
Muslim League and the two Home Rule Leagues--and the three 
deputations overlappcd~he noted: "We were face to face with 
the reat giants of the Indian political world. We had not the 
dupes and adherents of the Provinces, but we had here a collec
tion of the first-class politicians." His assessment of individual 
leaders was also fairly accurate. Tilak (who, incidentally, gar
landed him) rightly judged as probably having '<the greatest 
influence of any person in India" but added: "Although he did 
not impress me very much in argument, he is a scientific man of 
great erudition and training." Jinnah. he found "perft.·ctly 
mannered, impressive-looking .. ,a very clever man" and he tho
ught it "an outrage that such a man should have no chance of 
running the affairs of his own country:' He was not quite sure 
what to make of Gandhi as, indeed. were many Indian political 
leaders. Bm he sensed that here was something unique and wrote: 

Afterwards we saw the renowned Gandhi. He is a social 
reformer; he has a real desire to find grievances and to 
cure them. not for any reasons of self-advertisement, but 
to improve the conditions of his fell()w~men. He is the real 
hero of the settlement of the indian question in South 
Africa, where he suffered imprisonment He has just been 
helping the Government to find a solution for the grievances 
of the indigo Labour in Bihar. He dresses like a coolie. 
forswears all personal advancem~nt, lives practically on 
the air, and is a pure visionary .... 

His attitude to Annie Bcsant was morc mixed. In fact. when 
he landed in Bombay, he was, if anything, hostile towards her. 
This was partly because he was anxious to dispel the impression 
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that was at'road thal he had been respomible fot putting pres· 
wre on the Government of india to withdraw the internment 
urder on her and Iltus make Pentland and the Governm'~nt of 
Madras lose fa(,c~-s()mcthing which the Angl()~lndiall Press and 
;l large part of the bureaucracy in India regarded as a sin against 
the Holy Gllt)sl and for which they were not prepared to forgive 
him. It was, however, Iwllrue that he had put any great pressure 
on the Indian Government. He was even prepared to see her 
interned again and wrote while in Bombay: hI do not think we 
shall get through withollt taking action against her again, and 1 
cannot but feel s.ympalhy with Willingdon [at the time 
Governor of Bombay and whom he much likedJ ,who says, 'We 
al..'quiesced in her release, but that does not alter our opinion 
of her'." However, when he met her in Delhi, he could not help 
being disarmed --even eharmed-~-"by her. Hh account of his in~ 
lerview wiih her bears quotation: 

And then ... We saw Mrs. Bcsant herself. Thi~ was un 
interesting interview, if I ever had one. She gave me 
the hi~tory of the Home Rule Lcab'1Le, how she felt it 
Ilccessary to get bold of the young: boys; how, if the Home 
Rule League policy could be carried out. she was certain 
that Ihey would forsm,:ar anarchy and come on 10 the side 
of the constitutional movement. She assured us solcmnly 
that II\dia would have, and insisted upon having. the power 
of the purse and the control of the Executive. She fought 
shy of all the Hnaneial problems. She said she was not a 
financial expert. She got over difficulties ill that way. She 
kept her silvery, quiet voice, ,utd really impres.sed me enor~ 
mOllsly. If only the Government had kept this old woman 
on our side! If only she had bc<:n well Imlldled from the 
beginning. If only het vanity had beell appealed to! She 
is an amusing old thing. in that. kn0wil1g perfectly welt 
lhat the intcrvic\v was to be in Chelntst\)rd's room (because 
they take good Care that [ should l1ev~r sec anybody im· 
porlam without him), she turned up and sat in my tent. 
[Montagu and his party had been put up, 110t i!llhc ample 
guest suites of the Viceregal residence. but in tents, admit· 
tcdly very luxurious ones, pitched in the vast grounds of 
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the palatial man~ion one of which-Donoughmore's
was actually to catch fire. illdia, and many Indians, inter
preted thi~ as bureaucracy's way of shnwing that Montagu 
and his mission were not welcome} and corning in from dres
sing, I found her waiting there. f told her the interview was 
ill Chelmsford's room, and she drove me up ill her motor 
car, and explained to me that the fact that I had not 
received a welcome from the Indian people wa:> simply duc 
to their recognition that the Government would not allow 
H. She implored us to come to the Congress, .. , 

The idea cV'idently tempted him. For he wrote: "Oh, if only 
Lloyd George were in charge of thi~ thing! He wtHlld, of course, 
dash down to the Congress .tnd make them a great oration. I am 
prevented from doing this. It might save the whole situalion. But 
the GoVernment of India have carefully arranged our plans so 
that we shall be in Bombay when the Congr.:ss. the real Indian 
political movement. is in Calcutta, and now they plead plans 
as. an excuse for not accepting the invitation which is showered 
on us:' Yet it was characteristic of his ambivalence-Venetia 
Montagu in her preface refers to his habit of writil1g "impulsi
vely, and on the spur of the moment", but it was more than that -
that when Charles Roberts came to him, while they w<!re in Cal
cutta about a fortnight before the Congress session was due to 
open. and announced that he must attend the session. Montugu 
set about dissu'lding him vigorously on t.he ground that '"he could 
not sit tllrough certain speeches, <)f he would be accused of sil1-
ing through 1110111 when he ought to have Jeft; either that he 
would be regarded as our emi~'<lry, in which c .. t~c We would 
frighten the moderates in.to thinking we were accepting the 
Congress scheme, or he would be regarded ns differing from llll 
of us in w.anting to accept it, \ ..... Jlich was not the case: in any caSe, 
we \\"erc Chelmsford's guests, and ntH!;t 1101 do anything or which 
he disapproved," A truly Catch 22 mode ()f reasoning! 

Roberts, inevitably, dropped the idea after "a talk with 
Chelmsford." But the episoue reflected the l\\'o-faeed apI)Wach 
Montagu had to the problem ()I' India. He knew pufectly well 
that the Congress-League scheme was modest enough and was 
the minimum which had any chance of being accepted by the 
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bouy of political opinion that mattered. Yet he not only appea
red ttl acquiesce in the various ruses to which the Govemment 
of India resorted in order to undermine the consensus on which 
the Congress-League scheme was based, but was willing to give 
credence to and almosl welcomed repoTts which were bmught 
to him as evidence that support for the Congrcss~Muslim League 
plan for constitutional reforms was collapsing and (hat he could 
safely ignore it. In an entry in his Diary on Dec('mber 7. 1917, 
we find him crowing with smug sclf:·satjst~1ction and claiming: 
"Chelmsford, Curtis and I have. between us, absolutely blown the 
Congress-Mus!ent [League] sehem'~ out of the water and the 
intelligent people are all discarding it," 

This was delusive braggadocio. Whatever the merits or 
defects of the Congress-Muslim League proposals-and in the 
retrospective light of experience their defects stand out more 
sharply tJlan the merits~tjlCY represented something approach
ing national COll.SemllS arld commanded a much wider measure 
of political support than ally other scJleme or proposals in Ole 
field, including the Curtis plan which had impressed Jlim or even 
the "brilliant" ideas that bubbled in his mercurial lllind from 
day hi day-and between one bath and another. At all eVent", 
it is hard to understand WIlY jlC SllOUld have felt so eluted at the 
prospect of the Congress~Muslim League scheme losing public 
support and even claimed having played a part in blowing it out 
of the water. This could scarcely make his own task ill evolving a 
workable and acceptable plan for reforms any easier. Quite 
the contrary, in fact. 

However, it was characteristic of the perverse spirit in which 
even the more sympathetic British politicians approached tlle 
problem of India that they could not judp trying \'0 undermine 
any politicaJ consensus that emerged, or seemed to be on the point 
of emerging. instead of helping to consolidate it consistently 
with their protestations. of waJlting nothing but the good and 
happin.ess of tIle Indian people. In Montagu's case this was the 
more surprising beclluse in his lucid moments hI!' could see the 
utter folly of WhLlt he had himself described as the "niggling, 
miserly, grudging" way of dealing with lndia. Yet when it came 
to tackling the problem at a most critical juncture he approached 
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it as l.I kCl'b~ide operator in the market place, or at best as a petty· 
fogging politician Jacking in any vision and sense of histol ic issues 
that Vlefc at stake. TJlc result could hardly be anylhing but a 
fiaSCO~a(ld cvel\ disaster which he had feared at times. 

Fiasco and disaster not only for Jndia~"a vast continent 
whose history", he had declared, '"is our glory"~but his own 
ambition as a statesman. It gave his opponents at home. men 
like Curzon. and diehard "Al\glo~lmlia" which had never relish,
cd 1118 appointment as Secretary of State for Tndiu because of his 
reputation for being sympathetic to Indian. aspirations, an 
excellent opportunity, if not wholly to abort his Illdian mission. 
at least to make sure that it proved !O be largely an expense of 
spirit and good intentions "jn a waste of shame"-or even worse. 
It is, of course, possible that long before Montagu's acces~ion to 
India Office the Brilish Government had made up its. mind ot 
what kind of constitutional changes to offer India after the War 
and to see that any concessions to Indian public opinion should 
be minimal leaving the ulLimate power in British hands. Dr. 
Sitarnmayya in his history makes an intriguing suggestion with
out. however, being specific as to the source of his information. 
He writes: 

... it may be news to many th<lt the \vhole of the Montagu
Chelmsford Scheme, so-called, was worked out in every detail 
by March, 1916. The fact was thttt Lord Chelmsford was 
il Major ilt the Army in the Territorial Force in India, wlIen 
'he order reached him of his appointment as Viceroy. 
When 1IC went to England in March. 1916, he wa:; sllOwn 
the full-blown ~chcme ready-made,-a fact which \'.'C k:arnt 
oilly in 1934,-which was to be associated with his name. 

His suggestion is not inJlcrently improbable. It is certainly 
known l11at tIle hand of Lord Curzon was writ large in the decla
ration which Montagu re<td out in the House of Commons on 
August 20,1917. it is even conceivable that Montagu's appoillt
ment was partly meant to lend credibility to the British plans 
for India aftcr the War was oyer and to provide a facade of libe
rality to tlle British policy which, as always, had two faces-one 
prel ty and the other not so pretty, M(mtagu's visit and talks 
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with [ndian leaders represented the fonner. The other. and 
more forbidding, face was not unveiled till he had already been 
in India for a month and had been able to draw Indian politicians. 
into the process of consultations with him. 

TJle unveiling of the unucceptable face of British policy came 
on December 10, or just a fortnight before the opening of the 
Thirty-second Congress session in Calcutta, with the announcement 
oflhe appointment of a committee under a Judge of the King's 
Bench to enquire into "the criminal conspiracies connected with 
the revolutioTh.1.ry movements in India and recommend altd advise 
as to the legislation to enable the Government to deal eH'ectivcly 
with them." The British Judge-whose only other title to fame is 
that he presided over the Royal Commission on Lotteries and 
Belling, 1932-3J-was a certain Sydney Rowlatt, later created a 
Knight Commander of the Order of the Star of lndia for servil.'es 
Tendered. He was to be assisted in his Jabour of love by two 
British and two Indian.'i~Sjr Basil Scott. Chief Justice of Bombay, 
Sir Verney Loven, member of U.P. Board or RI.."Vcnue, C.Y. 
Kumaraswami 5astri, Madras High Court Judge whose main 
title to immortality was to be his membership of this ill-starred 
committee, and P.C. Mitter, additionn.1 member of Bengal Legis
lative COUllcil for whom this assignment was to be a stepping 
stone to a knighthood and highcr -preferments. 

The decision to appoint. the committee and Rowlatt to head 
it had been taken by Montagu himself almost simultancously 
with his statement of August 20, 1917, though it was not con
sidered politic to announce the good [lOWS till December to. It 
is hard to fathom what made Montagu to take this step which 
was virtually to wreek whatever good intentions he had. It could 
be tllat he believed that the appointment of the Rowlatt Com
mittee would appease the dieJlurd opinion in Britain and the 
bureaucratic establishment in India~ "the Pl!ntiands of this 
world or the O'Dwyers", as he was ruefully to \vrrte to Chelms
ford later. But it wus also a decisiOit flowing from the split per
s;onality reflexes which even the mOTe sympathetic Brilish poli
lj~iarls seemed unable to overcome when they came to dealing 
wllh India and which almost invariably led them to IlI1do with one 
hand whatever liberal policy they dispen~eu with the other. This 
can be" judged from the rather 'casual reference whidl he makes 
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in his Diary to Rowlalt whom he met in Bombay on the day~ 
after the latter's arrival in India, <Ipparently unhollollred and 
un.~ung: 

After lunch, Sir Sydney Rowlatt. whom 1 had asked to come 
out to consider internees and policy with re,gard to them 
after the war, who arrived by yesterday's mail, came to 
see me .... Hearrived to find it was a holiday; he had no 
money; nobody had met him from the Home Department: 
no provision had been made to engage rooms for )lim Of 

to find him a servant. {was really very, very angry. He tells 
me that he had not been allowed to join the mail at Mar~ 
seilles, that he had come all the way from London by sea. 
and had been forty-one days: on the water. But he was in very 
good spirits, and is a very nice fellow. He looked miles 
better than when I saw him in London. 

He took the opportunity to give Rowlatt sorne good advice 
which the latter did not particuJarly ta.Ke to heart. "I explained 
to him," Monlagu adds. "that Government by means of intern. 
ment and police was naturally a delightful method which built 
up only trouble probably for our successors, and that I hoped 
he would remember what was parliamentarily defensible in li~
tening to the plan which had been prepared for him by the Gov
ernment out here." This was a delusive hope and only wen< 
to show how extreme naivete can co-exist with a high degree of 
sophistication and even true intelligence in the same political 
mind. He ,vas being patently disingenuou~, of course, in saying 
airily that he "asked·' Rowlatt "to come out to consider intern..:es 
and policy with regard to them after the war." He knew perfect· 
Iy welJ that the terms of reterencc of the committee which Rowlatt 
was to head were much wider·-and by no means so inn~)cent 
as he made them sound. But, in fairness to Montagu, it has te} 
be admitted that he was not atone in having no premonition. that 
the Rowlatt Committee was going to plant a (ime-bomb along the 
path of any constitutional reforms which he and his coUeague:'. 
were busy hatching. The leaders of the Congress and the t Wt) 

Home Rule Leagues alld Indian politicians in general shared 
Montagu's insouciance over the RowlaH Committee enterprise 
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--al least at the time it was announced :md for mall)' months. 
after_ 

This \vas I;trgely du~ to Montagtl'S personality which h.ad 
a politically soporific effect on India and disa.rmed suspicions 
of Briti~h motives and intentions. Indian !caders were impres· 
sed by his open-mindedness. his freedom from huughtine<>s, his 
willingl\e~s to listen with apparent sympathy to their arguments 
--and his refusal to be hidebound by considerations of protocol. 
For instance, he saw nothing wrong ill rising and standing 10 
attention while Ballde ,Ma/(/ram was being intoned at the end of 
a sumptuous lunch (Montagu did not fail to record the menu 
which seems to have been a gounnet's delight as it was a health 
hazard) which one of his colleagues, Bhupcndranath Basu, gave 
in his honour at his residence in CalcUlta and which embarras· 
sed the other British guesg, among them J.L. Maf'fey, Chelmg
ford's Private Secretary, who had to stand up, too, in order not 
to appear dbcourteotls II) the Secretary of State for India ("I 
do not think Maffey will ever forget it". he noted in, his Diary), 

Dr. Pattabhi Sitaramayya for some reason ~ingles out Annie 
Besant for having passed round the word "We must support Mr. 
Montagu" among her friends after her interview with him at 
the end of 1917. Certainly, she seems to have been taken by him. 
and met him more than once and was anxious he should have 
good Ilpinioll of her-something in which she did not wholly 
succeed even though he liked her "silvery voice ... the most 
beautiful voice I have ever heard." But thi:, was p(lrtiy tactical. 
She believed, for one thing, that she could persuade Montagu 
lO accept the Congress-League pmposals or something akin to 
them as a fir~t step to be fo!1owed a f\!w years later by plenary 
Home Rule. It was n mh,taken notion as We know from his rather 
churlishly scathing ClllUnwnt on the ide>l. For another. she was. 
keen t(l enlist his sympathy for her personally and convince him 
that she WilS [lot the pistol-packing seditionist which the British 
authorities in India considered her h) be, Fllr she reared-on 
good groultds not only that l>he might be interned again. but 
thal she might be depClrled and never allowed to return to lhe 
country she loved even to .:arry on her work a-; President or the 
Theosophical Society. Her apprehension on this count was 
oblique-ly confirmed by Chelmsford when she met him and 
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the previou~ year and which \\I,lS itself a record. In addition 
there were over five thou>:and visitors packed in the Panda!' 

But it was not only the record attendance which made the 
1917 Congress session-the seventh 10 be hosted by Calcutta
memorable. Rabindranath Tagore, already a Nobel laureate 
and the first literary Indian. to be knighted by tIle British and by 
far the most towering figure on fndia's cultural landscape in our 
times, was present at the session. He had attended the last Con
gress session in Calcutta-in 191 J. Tndecd, even a song by him 
had been sung 011 the second day. But since then he had not taken 
any conspicuous part in the Congress-or. for that matter, in 
politics in general, except. perhaps, during Ole early phase of 
the agitation against the Partition of Bengal. This was not be
cause he was apolitical, but rather because he judged, rightly, 
that his talents could be more fruitfully deployed in other fields. 
His presence at the opening scs.sion of the Congress at Calcutta 
was seen, and no doubt meant to be seen, as a public gesture of 
his identification with the Congress cause. 

He not only attended it, but read out an invocatory poem. 
The session began at two in the afternoon with the chanting of 
a hymn from the Rig Veda which, appropriately, is a call to unity: 

United ill progress and in speech, let your minds appre
hend alike. Alike in council and in prayer. Alike in feel
ings and in thought, be ye one in your aspirations and 
your desires; and may your minds be dta\vn together to 
bear with one another. 

The hymn was followed by the singing of Bande Alatoram 
by a choir of women and children, all dressed in white, and led 
by Amala Das. The Chairman of the Reception Committee then 
invited Tagore to recite his poem. Its English translation lacks 
the melody and the lyrical lilt of the original in Bengali. 
But the argument struck a note which seemed designed not only 
to cut across but through the mood of facile expectancy that 
the Kingdom was nigh which prevailed in the political circles in 
general and the Congress leadership in particular. "Our voyage'" 
said the poet, "is begun", but he held out no promise of an 
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early and easy landralL On the con.trary, he cautioned: 

The storm howls and {he waves are wicked and wild, 
but we sail on. 
The menace of danger waits ill the way to yield 
to Tl1ee its offering of p,lin. 
And a voice ill the heart of the tempest crieS : 
"Come to conquer fear"! 
Let us not linger to look back for the laggards, 
or benumb the darkening hours with dread and doubt. 

His invocation was also a veiled admonititlQ which Gandhi, 
who operated on quite a different wavelength. might have appro
vinglyechoed. For it sounded like it call to his audience to shed 
the habit of mendicancy and rely on their own resources 
of strength and determination: 

Let us not wear our hearts away in picking small 
help and taking slow count of friends. 

After this stoic and almost heroic utterance, the address of 
welcome delivered by the Chairman of the Reception Committee, 
Baikunlhanath Sen. must have seemed very small and state 
beer even to an audience officially committed to teetotalism. 
If his speech had any merit it was one of relative brevity. He 
began with a feeling lament for the lost glory or Ca\cutta~"the 
Capital so long of British India but now. alas! shorn of its proud 
distinction." He passed on quickly to the gravity and difficulty 

< of problems facing the Congress. "Our responsibilities have 
never been heavier," he said,'an.d added: "Our fate is in the 
making as it were, and the future of succeeding ge!lerations of 
Indians will depend, to some extent at least, upon our delibcraM 

tions in tJ11& hall alld our activities outside it:' 
What seemed to be his primary worry was "the drawhacks 

to the fuH employment of the SplC!ldid manpower of Lndia <1t 
this crisis" which he attributed to fhe fact that after 150 years 
of Brilish Rule "the martial ill.,'Hinct"' was "practically dead 
throughout the country" and people had "forgotten the use of 
arms, thanks to the operation of the ludian Arms Act-so much 
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so that most of them ltave come to develop quite a fear for ftre~ 
arms." This was nn old familiar refrain at Congress sessions. 
But Baikunthanath Sen justly pointed out that bureaucratic 
hierarchs, like Sir Micllael O'Dwyer to whom the Congress was 
anathema, could not have it botJ1 ways..--.-..compJain that the Indian 
"response to the c,lll for recruitment" had not been "commen
surate with om prote~tation of loyalty and thorough identity 
of interests with the British nation" while continuing to pursue 
"the policy of exclusion, executive domination, estrangement 
and mistrust." He had earHer insisted that "the Indian must 
be placed on a level of equality with the European as regards 
admission into the commissioned ranks of the Army before any 
substalltial results can be expected from Ole recent change of 
policy" which allowed a very limited number of commissions 
for Indians. 

As. others had done before him, he deplored "the dislocation 
of the ancient village organisation and _decay of cottage indus
tries through tI1e c\'ils of a 'wooden and inelastic', and one might 
add 'Ullimaginativc', administration." But ahove all he attacked 
"the series of repressive measures recelltly adopted by Govern
ment ... the Seditious Meetings Act .. ,the Indian Press Act, and 
the Defence oflndiu Act." Strangely, however, lIe did not seem 
to be unduly worried over the appointmellt of the Rowlatt Com
mince, tllOugh he found it puzzling that it should coincide with 
the announcement of the "preliminaries for a thorough over
haul by tJJC Imperial Government of the whole constitution of 
the Indian Administration with the definite object of granting 
selr~goverrunent (0 India within a reasonable time:' But other~ 
\vise he sounded very complacent and even said that "the public 
will await with interest the report or the commis.~ion presided 
hy a Judge of the King's Bench DivisiOll of the British High 
Court of JUsticc"-,vords which he lived to rue. 

For his part he would have preferred the papers concerning 
the detenus [0 be sent "to a hody of distinguished English Judges" 
in whose virginity, like many Indians of his generation and 
since, he Jlad a h)uchillg r~tith, instead or a special committee 
being set up and on which, moreover, "the Punjab-the home 
of tht:' Ghadr Party"-was unrepresented. But he made bold 
to saY that lIlC c"idcnce against the internees. "must be tested in 
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a coun of law" a!ld they "must be placed on their trial", because 
otJlerwisc the inference was bOUlld to be that ""any evidence in 
the possession of the Government" was "tainted", or of "such a 
character {hat it cannot be produced in a court of [aw:' Warm~ 
ing up to the theme, he had some scathing things to say about 
the treatment of political prisoners in Britbh Indian jails which 
had only recem[y led to a JlLlnger strike by "the Stale prisoners 
in Alipur Celltrai Jail". He welt{ on to dilate on the role of 
"that favourite, all-powerful and infallible department known 
as the Criminal Intclllgence Department" and its. ubiquitous. 
spies and informers. He illustrated the point by reminding his 
audiellce of "the letters written by the suicide Sachindnlc1Jandra 
Das Gupta of Rungpur to the District Magistrate and the CIO 
In.<;pector on the eve of his death" which threw "lurid light, not 
only upon the mischievous activities of the CID, but also upon the 
state of exasperation and helplessness to which people, anxious 
to live quietly, are driven by them." He did not think that "poli~ 
tical lollypops." would "divert public attention and neutralise 
the evils of repression." 

All tj\C same, by the tillle he reached the em! of his speech, 
he appeared to be ready to settle for 11al1' a "politicalloUypop:' 
After showering high praise not only on Montagu but 
also Chelmsford, he hoped that between them, and with the 
help of their colleagues and especially Bhupendrall3.th Basu, 
they would "be able to evolve 1.1 sound scheme of respt1mible 
government" capable of satisfying '·In.dian aspirations at lca~t 
lor a generation or two." Not tha~ he considered the idea of 
"granting rC$poru.ible govcflunent in $tages·· as very sound. On 
~he contrary. he argued, "the weight of reaSOIl and ... perhaps 
of authority, is in favour of full resportsiblc government in the 
internal adminbtralion of the COUlltry."' However. being whllt in 
our day would be considered as n "pragmatic" politician. Bai
kum)lanath Sen was aware that neither reason nor the weight of 
authority counted for much with those in power in. London 
and Delhi. He, therefore, suggested that should full respoflsible 
government in the internal admiLlistration be not forthcoming, 
"let us at least have the foundatiofl'i of real self·government. let 
us have a scheme such as in the natural process of evohilion 
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will lead to the introduction within a reasonable time of the colo~ 
nial form of self-government." 

This was pretty tame even if it fell short of waving the white 
flag from the Congress platform. Obviously, the ghost l)r"Modera
lion", !Ildian style, had not been laid at Bombay two years 
earHer as some of the Ctmgrcss Radicals had deluded them
selves into believing. What their-and, in particular. Tilak's,
reaction was to Baikunthanath Sen's Minimall"t ~rceplion of 
the Congress position j" not. known. It is true that Tilak had 
arrived late at the session. According to a Reuter despatch 
quoted by ]lIdi{1 "in the middle 01 proceedings, Mr. THak, at 
the head of 400 g'J.ily turbaned delegates, who had been delayed 
on a train journey rrom Bombay [evidently even under 1he Raj 
trains did not always run on time], into the enclosure. when the 
shouting reached a climax". But this was before Tagl1re had 
read out his "specially composed ode" and Surendranath 
Bancrjea had formally and "cordially" proposed Annie Bcsanes 
election to the c1mir. So Tilak nl-ust have heard Sen's speech in 
full. 

However. whatever else- might be said of Annie Besant's pre
sidential address, it could not be described as tame, The Times 
found it "prolix" <.md added that it had Oldy deepened "our 
sense of the impractical attitude of the members of the Con
gress." Certainly, it was long perhaps the longest ever to be 
delivered by any Congress Pre~ideTltlili then if not since. It ran 
to almost thirty thousand words. It even had its longueurs. But 
these were morc than compensated for by its moments of in~ 
sight and the sense of perspective which informed it. She was 
obviously sensible of the importance of the occasion. especially 
for her. She had passionately wished for the moment to come. 
Vanity, as her critics and detractors suggested, might have been 
:t part of this wish. But there was almost certainly another di
mension 10 it which was above and beyond human vanity. She 
saw in it the seal of her acceptance by !l people and a civilisation 
which wa .. '> not her own but with which she had identified herself, 
heart and soul. 

This was clear from the note of deep personal emotion that 
!>hc struck in the opening passage. In retrospect it may sound 
sentimental, but in the context of time and events in Wl1ioh she 
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spoke it has the ring of sincerity which redeems her words from 
maudlin senlimc.'1ltaiity. Her predecessors, she said, had "found 
fitting words for their gratitude", but she did not know "In what 
word~ can I voice mine, whose debt to you is so overwhelmingly 
grealer than theirs": 

For the first time in Congress history, you have chosen as 
your President one who, when your choice was made, was 
under the heavy ban of Government displem:ure, and who 
lay interned as a perSOll dangeroU.'> to public safety. While 
r was humiliated, you crowned me with honour. while 
I was slandered. you believed in my inte-grity and good 
faith; while I WJ.S crushed under the heel of bureaucratic 
power, you acclaimed me as your leader: while I was silenc~ 
cd and unable to defend myself, you defended me, and 
won for me release. I was proud to serve in lowliest 
fashion. but you lifted me up and placed me before the 
world as your chosen representative. I have no words with 
which to thank you, no eloquence with which to repay 
my debt. My deeds must speak for me, for words are too 
poor. [ turn your gift into service to the Motherland; I 
consecrate my life aneW to her in worship by act jon .... 

These words could hardly fail to move her audience. Nor 
much of the fcst of her presidential address fail to inspire them. 
Illdia, which publi:.hcd it almost in full for its British readers, 
spoke of it as "Ihe case for India," the title under which it was 

• ~rought out by the Home Rule fM India League priced one 
Shilling. from I Robert Street, Adelphi, London. It was un~ 
doublCdly that~,and more. She put it not only with eloquence 
but atlirmativcly and without bending into apologetic postures 
to which many Indian politicians tended to be prone. Having 
drunk deeply of the libertarian spirit of the English literature 
and of an Englulld "that slleltered Mazzini, Kossuth, Kropotkin, 
Slepnyak, and that welcomed Garibaldi". she saw no need for 
India to stake her claim to freedom in a language of supplica~ 
tion: 

Today when [ndia stands crect, no suppliant people, but 
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a Nation, self-conscious, sclt:'rcspccting, determined to 
be f; ec; when she stretches out her hand to Britain and 
offers friendship not subservience, cooperation not obe
dience: today let me, western born but in spirit castern, 
cradled in England but Indian by choice and adoption, 
let me stand as the symbol of union between Great Britain 
and India, a union of hearts and free choice, not of com
pulsion .... 

Like most of the political elite in India, she saw the War, not 
as a struggle between rival imperialisms. for world domination 
and possession of its riches, but in ideological tcmL'i as a conllict 
between forces of freedom and despotism. At one point in her 
speech she refened to the Central Powers of Europe as "Ravalla" 
and said: ';India, with her clear vision, saw in Great Britain the: 
champion of Freedom, in Germany the champion of despotism. 
And ... rightly she stood by Great Britain, despite her own lack 
of freedom and the coercive legislation which outrivaJJed German 
despotism, knowing the~e to be temporary ... :' And she went 
on to recall that early in the War slle had "ventured to say that 
the war could not end until England recognised that autocracy 
and bureaucracy mus.t perish in Yndia as well as in Europe. The 
good Bishop of Calcutta, with a courage worthy of his free race, 
lately declared that it would be hypocritical to pray for victory 
over autocracy in Europe and to maintain it in India." 

This almost presaged the argum.ent which lawaharlal Nehru 
and other Congress leaders were to deploy at the outbreak of 
the SecOlld World War and during it more than two decades 
later in between their stints in prisons. Annie Besant stressed 
that, despite the disenchantment and rebuffs, India had given 
"immense aid" to Britaill in the War. She quantified it by quot· 
ing official statements. Not only that, but she gave a detailed 
account of how in the past the British Govcmment had drawn 
on India's blood and treasure, llot to defend her against ex.ternal 
threat or internal disorder, "but in order to carry out an imperial 
policy." "Ever since the Govemment of India was: taken over by 
the Crown," she asserted, "India has been regarded as an Imperial 
military asset and training ground." With each passing year 
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the financial burden had increased and "year after year" the Con~ 
gress had continued to remonstrate against this profligacy, but 
to no avail. 

She spoke of the "New Spirit in India" and tabulated the 
causes which had generated it, among them the general awaken
ing of Asia, its masses, its middle classes and, not teas!, its wo
men. "Each of these causes," she said, "has llad its share in the 
splendid change of attitude in the Indian Nation, in the uprising 
of spirit of a pride of country, of independence. of self-reliance. 
of dignity. of self~respect. The war has quickened the rate of 
evolution of the world. and no country hus experienced the 
quickening more than our Motherland." She wenl further. She 
added; 

But the present movell1.Cltt in India will be very poorly un~ 
dcrstood, if it be regarded only in connection with the move
ment in the East. The awakening of A!oia is part of a world
movement, which has been quickened into marvellous 
rapi6ity by the world war. The world movement is tow,uds 
Democracy, and for the West dates from the breaking 
away of the American Colonies from Great Britain, con~ 
summated in 1776. and its sequel in the French Revolution 
of 1789. Needless to say that its root was in the growth of 
modern science. undermining the I'a.bric of intellectual ser
vitude. in the work of the Encylopaedist, and in that of 
Jean~Jacques Rousseau and of Thomas Paine. In the 
East, the swift changes in Japan, lhe success of the Japanese 
Empire ag-d.inst Russia, the downfall of the Manchu dynast)' 
in China and the establishment of a Chinese Republic, 
the efforts at improvement in Persia, hindered by the inter· 
Ference of Russia and Great Britain with her gmwing am
bition. and the aeation of British and Russian "spheres of 
influence"', depriving her of her jli'H liberty, and now the 
Russian Revolutt()O and Ihe probable rise of a Russlall 
Republic in Europe and Asia, have all entirely changed 
the conditions before existing in India. Across Asia, be· 
yond the Himalayas. stretch free and self-ruling Nations. 
India no longer sees as her Asian neighbours tne huge 
domains of a Tsar and a Chinese despot. and compares her 
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c0ndition under British rule with those of their subject 
populations. British rule profited by the comparison untH 
1905 ... but in future. unless India wins Self-Government, 
she will look enviously at her Self~Governil1g neighbours. 
and the contrast will intensify her unrest .... 

This was a language of political discourse such as had rarely 
been heard from Congress platforms. It seemed to connect with. 
the future rather than the past, breaking away from the familiar 
system of categories within which the [ndo~British argument 
had revolved. It foreshadowed the terms of debate which 
lawaharlal Nehru popularised in the Congress and [ndia gen
emily. She hammered home the absurdity and un acceptability 
of India's "perpetual subordination" : 

.. ' the Briton rules in Great Britain. the Frenchman in 
France, the American in America, each Dominion in its 
(lWn areas. but the rndian was ... not to feel his own country 
us his own. 'Britain for the British' was right and natural; 
'India for the Indians' was wrong, even seditious. It must 
be 'India for the Empire: or not even for the Empire. but 
'for the rest of the Empire', careless of herself. 'British 
support for British Trade' was patriotic and proper in 
Britain. 'Swadeshi goods for Indians' showed a petty 
and anti.lmperial spirit in India. The Tndian was to con
tinue to live perpetually. and even thankfully, as Gopal 
Krishna Gokhale said he lived now, in 'an atmosphere 
of inferiority', and to be proud 10 be a citizen (without 
rights) of the Empire .... 

She spoke of the "loss of belief in the supenortty of the 
White races". Not that alone. "But even deeper than the outer 
tumult of war." she said, "has pierced the daunt as to the reality 
of Ihe ideals of liberty and nationality so loudly proclaimed 
by the foremost western Nations, the doubt of the honesty of 
their champions. Sir James Meslon [then Lieutenant-Governor 
of V.P.] said truly, a short time ago, that he had never, in his 
long experience, known Indians in so distrustful and suspicious 
a mood :>8 that which he met in them loday. And Ihal is so." 
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Why? Because, she said, for long years there had been many 
breaches of promises and pledges to thent. This "deepened 
mistrust" could only be removed. she insisted, by "a frank and 
cout""".igeous statesmanship applied to the honest carrying out of 
large reforms too long delayed .... The time for political tinkering 
is past; the time for wise and defmile changes is here." 

Having deployed the case for Indian self-governm~nt on 
pragmatic grounds. she came to the moral heart of the argument 
and staled it with a compelling. almost Gandhian simplicity: 

It is not a question whether the [British] rule is good or 
bad. German efficiency in Gennany is far greater than 
English efficiency in England: the Germans were better 
fed, had more amusements and leisure. less crushing poverty 
than the English. But would any Englishman therefore 
desire to see Germans occupying. an the highest positions 
in England? Why not? Because the righteous self-respect 
and. dignity of the free men revolt against foreign domina
ti(m, however superior. As Mr. Asquith said at the begin
ning of the War, such a condition was 'inconceivable and 
would be intolerable: Why then is it the onc conceivable 
system here in India?" 

And she posed a challengillg question to Indians, too. 
"Why is it not fell by aU Indians to be intolerable'?" she asked 
and answered as Gandhi was to answer later: 

It is because it has become a habit. bred in us from child
hood. to regard the saheb-Iok as our natural superiors, 
and the greatest injury British rule has done to rndians is 
10 deprive them of the natural instinct born in all free peo
ple, the feeling of an inherent right to self-determination, 
to be themselves. Indian dress, Indian food, Indian ways, 
Indian customs are all looked on as second rate; Indian 
mother-tongue and Indian literature cn.nnot make an educa
ted man. Indians as well as Englishmen take it for granted 
that the natmai rights of every Nation dQ not belong to 
them; they claim U a larger share in the government of 
the country", instead of claiming the government of their 
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own country, and they are expected to feel grateful for 
"boons", for concessions. Britain is to ~ay what she will 
give. The whole thing is wrong. topsy-turvy, irrational. 
Thank God that India's eyes are opening; that myriads 
of her people realise that they are men, with a man's 
right to freedom in his own country. a man's right 
to manage his own affairs. india is no longer on her knees 
for boons; she is on her feet for Rights. It is because [ 
have taught this, that the English in India misunderstand 
me, and call me seditious; it is becau!le I have taught this. 
that I am President or this Congress today. 

This was true. Annie Besant was aware, too, that the op
portunity for her to speak as the chosen tribune ('or the Indian 
people was unlikely to come her way again. She wanted. there
fore, to make the most of it and had obviously worked hard 
and long on her presidential address. indeed, it was for her sarni? 
thing in the nature of her solemn political testament and "he 
wanted it to make the maximum impact. She ended on the same 
note of high emotion on which she had begun. And whatever 
the latter-day cynics might make of its effusiveness. it repr.:senled 
her convictions and it connect<:d with the convictions of thos.: 
she was addressing: 

To l>ce India free, to see her hold up her head among 
the Nations, to see her sons and daughters res.pected every
where, to see her worthy of her mighty Past, engaged in 
building a yet mightier Future ---is not this worth wMking 
for. worth suffering for, worth living and worth dying for? 
Is there any other land which evokes l>uch love fllr her 
spirituality_ such admiration for her literature, such lwm;tge 
for her valour. as this g!oriou:> Mother of Nations .... A'1d 
has a.ny land suffered as our India has s\.lffered? . , 

After a history of millennia, stretching far back out of thc
ken of mortal eyes; having lived with, but not died with. 
the mighty civilisations. of the Past: having s~cn them 
rise and flourish and dC(;ay. until only their sepulc:lres 
remained. deep buried in earth's crust; having Wft}:.tg:lt. 
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and trltlmphed. and suffered. and having survived aU chan~ 
gcs. unbroken; india. who has been verily the Crucified 
among Nations. now stands on this her Resurrection m()!'n~ 
ing, the Immortal. the Glorious, the Ever~Young; and 
India shall soon he seen, proud ;lnd self-reliant, strong and 
Iree. the radiant Splendour of Asia. as the Light and the 
Blessing of the World. 

Nations as well as individuals need some charge of exulta
tion to sustain them and cope with the defeats and heartbreaks 
in \\hich life. whether of individuals or collectivities, abounds. 
Annie Besant's words were deliberately chosen to communicate 
a new clan and sense of exultation to the Congress at a lim.e 
when many of its leaders were involved ilt inane debate over 
trivial constitutional technicalities and even petty manoeuvrings 
aimed at establishing their claims as valid interlocutors in discus· 
siom over Indian reforms with Montagu and Chelmsford. 
They were meant to--and did-lift their minds and eyes to a 
larger vision of India's destiny. For her personally it was beyond 
doubt her finest hour from which the misunderstandings and m.is~ 
conceptions that were soon to arise could in no way detract any
thing in any !ong·term perspective. But even in the evolution 
of the Congress as one of the most, if not the most. imporlant 
nation:.t! liberation movements of our times it marked a significant 
psychologk:al transition from what it had been in the previous 
three decades and what it was soon to become. 

Otherwise the Calcutta Congress. which was held morc or 
less concurrently with the annual session of the AlI·lnclia Muslim 
League, no doubt to underline that the consensus reached at 
Lucknow held firm. wa.s one of consolidation rather than any 
bold new uepartures, though there were some new initiatives. 
Altogether there were twenty·1hree resolutions on the agenda, 
the last three of them being formal a ... indeed were the first four. 
As every year. there was the death of old veterans to mourn -of 
Dadabhai NllOroji amI Abdul RasuL tl Muslim nationalillL whom 
the condolence resolution described as "n man of the highest 
integrity of character, of noble devotion to duty and of the purest 
anu most stainless patriotism. one who laboured strenuously 
to unite the Hindus and Mohammedans of this country in one 
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bond of loving service to their country, forgetful of all differences 
of race, language and religion." 

As for Dadabllai Naoroji. he was no ordinary Congress vete
ran. He was one of the founding fathers of the Congress and had 
thrice presided over its annual sessioJls-the last time at Calcutta 
in 1906 wIlen he was already over eighty. He Ilad died at the 
end of June at his retreat in Varsova just outside Bombay. For 
the last ten years of J115 life he had taken no active part in Indian 
politics or public life in general. But his contribution to both had 
been immense. The condolence resolution spoke of "his sailltly 
character, his pdvate worth and public virtues" which "will for 
aU time to come be an example and an inspiration to the people 
ofIndia." By some curious oversight Baikunthal1ath Sen had not 
referred to the death of the Grand Old Man of Indian politics, 
but Annie Besant did not forget to place him in the gallery of 
"Immortals" who "in Swinburne's noble verse, are the stars 
which lead us to liberty's altar: 

These, 0 men, shall ye honour, 
Liberty only and these. 
For thy sake and for all men's and mine, 
Brother, the Crowns of them shine, 
Lighting the way to her shrine. 
That our eyes may be fastened upon her. 
111at our hands may encompass her knees." 

This was a fitting tribute to one who belonged truly to the 
movement of enlighteruuent in [ndia and contributed to the 
Congress more light than heat although the selfless devotion 
with which he served it and the lndian cause was not wanting in 
a sustaining passion. What is more, he was among the first of 
the few who equipped the Congress movement with the !>harp 
and cutting weapon of the economic critique of British imperial
ism in India. 

The two condolence resolutions were followed by one of 
reflexive assurances of deep loyalty to the Throne and "un.swcrv~ 
ing allegiance to the British connection" which, it was conten.ded. 
the people of rndia, were firmly resolved to maintain "at all 
hazards and at all wsts," rn the next resolution "a mos~ cordial" 
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welcome was extended to Montagu and hope ..... as voiced that 
"his visit will be crowned with success and that it will com ince 
him or the supreme necessity ror the el'tab1ishment of responsible 
government in this country." The assurances and welcoming 
words were no doubt sincerely meant. though they were also in 
parl tactical llnd intended to dissociate the Congress from the 
pf0paganda being put out by Kaiser·s Gemtany and the German 
Social Democrats who were taunting the British Government 
that if it believed in selr·determination, then "How about Ire
land and Egypt? And what about India [to quote the German 
Sociulil'! leader, Scheidermannl7" 

Tile fifth resolution was Jess cordial. It urged on the Govern
ment ·'the immediate release or Mohammed Ali and Shaubt Ali 
who have remained incurcerated since October. 1914. and are 
now kept interned because or religious scruples which they hold 
in common with the whole of Islam in India and elsewhere and 
which are not incompatible with loyalty to the King-Emperor." 
Galldhi had begun to interest himself in their case und had, in 
fact, tried to visil them il\ their il\ternment a1 Chhindwara as 
early as April 1916 but had been refused permission by the 
authorities. He bad, however, continued to correspond with tllem 
intermittently. As for Annie Besant. she knew what intern
ment meant, having been. an internee herself though for a much 
shorter period. She could hardly he indifferent 10 their plight 
and made a reeling rererence to "Our Interned Brothers'· towards 
the end of her address. saying: ·'Por three and a quarter long 
years they Jlave been withdrawn from public life, and condemn
ed to the living death of internment. To high-spirited and devot
ed patriots, no punishment cauld be more galling .... 

Calling for their I'elease in a sepal'Ule and distinct resolution, 
instead of including this demand in the wider rcsolution
number nine on the order paper-which dealt with the issue of 
internments and coercive laws and reguI.alions in general, Vias 
obviously intended as a gesture of fraternal salidaril}, with the 
Muslim League. This was (he more necessary because the 
Muslim League had deliberately elected the youngC'r of the Ali 
Brothers, Mohamed Ali. as Presidenl of its annual sc~sion. 
which was held at Calcutta two days after tile Congress. ses5-ion, 
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and b} so doi!1.g provoked lite wrath, or at least extreme displea
sure, of the Government. To underline the sanction behind its 
fcsollllio". it was. Tilak lJimscJf who moved it, and address.ing 
the Muslim League session on the last day of the year. Gandhj, 
speaking in Urdu. assured his audience that the Hindus were 
"to 1.1 man'" with them in the agitation for rhe release of the Ali 
Brothers and other MUl>lim internees, and further urged every
one, whether a Mussulman or a Hindu, to tel! the Government 
thut if they did not release them (the Ali Brotllers), they ought 
themselves to be interned with them-an indication that he was 
already contemplating a civil disobedience campaign on the 
issue. 

At Calcutta the Congress returned to the old device of an 
"omnibUS'" resolution vihich had fallen in desuetude for many 
a year. Resolution number ten listed most of the items for which 
it had been pleading in vain. Presumably it was meant to be a 
kind of aide-memojre to the Government at a time when, in the 
Indian journalistic jargon, the future of India was "on the anvil." 
But. inevitably, the interest was focused on resolution number 
twelve. It embodied the main demand of the Congress which was 
to be endorsed the same week by the Muslim League subject to 
certain not lIP.reasonable safeguards for the secular and religious 
interests of the Muslim community. After expressing its "grate
ful satisfaction" over tlle statement made by the Secretary of 
State for India in August that year, the Congress urged "the 
necessity for the immediate enactment of a Parliamentary sta
tute providing for the eswblishment of Responsible Goverrunent 
in India, the fuI! measure to be Httained within a time-limit to be 
fIxed in the statute itself at an early date." As "the first step in the 
process'·, it wanted, "the Congress~Lcague Scheme of Reforms ... 
to re immediately introduced." 

In t:1C next resolution it lamented as it had been doing for 
nearly two decades the ·'disabilities" under which British Indians 
of South Africa and Ellst Africa laboured and which "material
ly" alTected their traue and rendered "their residence difficult" 
an.J restricted their movement "10 and in these parts of the 
Empire, .. u!1juHly <llld unduly." It hoped that "the local au~o
ritics will realitie their responsibility lo the Tndians" anti reminded 
them that "in spite of disabilities" they had "taken their full 
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share in the war by raising corps and otherwise. , .. " The resolu~ 
tion was moved, needless to say by one best qualified to speak 
for the Indian diaspora in South and East Africa~Gandhi. 

ff resolution number thirteen was a repeat of what tJ1C Con~ 
gTe-5S had been saying year after year since the begillning of the 
century, the fifteenth resolution on the agenda was unique and 
not only broke new ground but ventured into what had been 
until then forbidden territory. It was unique in the sense that it 
was not addressed to the Government or even to the .field wor
kers in the Congress organisation, but to "tbe people of India." 
WJlat is more, it took up an issue of crucial social reform which 
touched the very heart of any attempt at serious reconstruction 
of Indian society. 

Not that the Congress leaders had been indifferent to social 
reform$;. On the contrary. some of them had been in the forefront 
of the movement of social reformation and it had become almost 
customary for a social conference to be Jleld ::It the same lime or 
immediately after the Congress session. An All-India Social 
Conference, for instance, was scheduled to be held on December 
27 simultaneously with the Congress session at Calcutta, but was 
postponed till December 31 when Gandhi presided over it. But the 
founding fatllers of the Congress, induding Dadabhai Naoroji. 
considered it impolitic for it to get directly involved in ques
tions of social reform which might proVe divisive at a time when 
what was needed was the widest measure of national consensus 
to lend weight to its political demands on the British Govern
ment. The lifting of this self-imposed inhibition by indusion 
in the Congress programme of call for justice and removal 
of "all disabilities imposed by custom upon the Depressed 
Classes, tIle disabilities being of 11 most vexatious and oppres~ive 
character" was the first dear recognition on the part of Ihe Con
gress leadership that the movements of social and political re
forms could not be kept in separate compartments and must 
merge (me with the other. The resolution foreshadowed in a very 
real sense the GandhiaJl phase of the Congress movement. 

Another significant-cven fatcful--decision was taken at 
Catcuua. In her address Annie Besant had remarked, "TJ1(,'Te is 
also much work to do io helping the people to prepare them
selves for the new powers which will be placed in their hands. 
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And for this, the work must be done in the vernaculars of each 
Province, as only by theh mother-tongue can the heart and brain 
of the masses be reached." This, again, seemed to connect with 
the Gandhian argument on the language problem. The twentieth 
resolution was the first step towards its practical implementa
tion. It laid down, in response to what the Congress workers 
in the region had been urging for some time, "that the Telugu 
Districts in the Madras Presidency, Sind in the Bombay Presi
dency, and Delhi with Ajmer-Mcrwara and British Rajputana. 
be constituted into separate Congress circles." 

This meant that in organising its own constituent units, the 
Congress had accepted the linguistic principle as the determin
ing factor in contrast to the British policy which had been deter~ 
mined by administrative convenience, on the one hand, and. 
on the other hand, the system of elaborate checks and balances 
as between the various linguistic groups which enabled the Raj 
to play one against the other and thus ensure for itself the role 
of the ultimate arbiter, The Congress resolution was theoretically 
perfect. Linguistic redistribution of the country was undoub~ 
tedly one of the necessary conditions for the different regions 
to develop dicir full potentiai. both culturally and otherwise. 
However, there was a negative side to this coin which was appa
rently not realised at the time, partly because insufficient thought 
bad been given to the consequences and there had be.!n no 
opportunity of testing the concept of linguistically homogeneous 
units on the ground. 

The negative aspect was that in a country. like India. where 
over millennia there had been virtually unrestricted movement 
of popUlations across linguistic as well as political frontiers. the 
linguistic pattern in all but tlte most remote and isolated regions 
had become extremely chequered, The creation of discrete lin~ 
guistic political and administrative units. therefore. presented 
immense difficulties. For any such redistribution still left size
able pockets of linguistic minorities in pr'J.ctically every regio:!; 
and these would need to be assured that their linguistic and cu1~ 
tural identity would not be put in jeopardy in the -process. This 
in turn was fraught with the possibility of opening up a whole 
new area of hazards fertile in endless lingUistic arguments and 
rivalries, political tensions and even conflicts. 
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Some other organisational decisions taken at Calcutta were 
less fraught with the possibility of future trouble. Annie Besant 
was keen to have C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar, a brilliant and highly 
ambitious man who was associated with her and admired her, as 
one of the Congress Gencml Secretaries. But the constitution 
of the Congress provided for only two General Secretaries. Con
sequently, a resolution~number eight on the agenda-was passt'i3 
which, among other things, allowed for the Congress to have 
three General Secretaries. It was at Calcutta. moreover, that 
the questicn of a National Flag was seriously taken up and a 
committee appointed to recommend a design. It included among 
its members Rabindranatlt Tag\lfC's painter bm!iler. Abanindra
nath Tagore. It seems, however, that the COll1mittee never met 
and. as Dr. Sitaramayya relates, "the old Home Rule Lcaglc 
flag virtually became the Congress flag, with the Chul'kha [s.pin~ 
ning wheel] added on it later on" until, fourteen years later, 
the Flag Committee changed the red horizontal strip to saffron 
colour. 

Finally, the Calcutta Congress tentatively established a new 
British political connection, Ever since its inception. the Con~ 
gress had close links with eminent British Libemls if not the 
Liberal Party. Indeed, the Congress Committee in London gave 
the impression of being recruited almost Wholly from the members 
of the National Liberal Club, Whitehall. However, Annie Be
sant before she was drawn to the "Secret Doctrine" and got ab
sorbed in the affairs of the Theosophie-al Society. had been assoM 

ciated with the working class struggle in Britain, the Fabians 
and Radicals like Charles Bradlaugh. A Home Rule for India 
League, set up in London in June 1916, as already noted, had 
Labour Party members, like George Lansbury, on it. Tilak 
had never been altogether satisfied with the way in which the 
Committee of Indian National Congress in London seemed to 
rely almost exclusively on the Liberals. Although very far from 
being attracted to Socialism. he was anxioll.<; to broaden the 
base of support for the Indian cause in Britain and elsewhere 
in the West and the Labour Party, though already a junior mem
ber of the British establishment. naturally presented itself In 
him as a possible any, or at least a sympathiser. 

[n this view he was influenced considerably by Joseph Bap· 
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tista, one of his staunch lieutenants in the Home Rule l.eaguco 
Baptista had gone to Britain ahead of Tilak's own planned visit, 
partly in connection with the prosecution of his case for defama
tion ag..linst Valentine Chirol but also to mobilize public.. opinion, 
and specifically radical opinion, in favour ()f fndia. He had 
been s.ending enthusiastic reports back home on how good th~ 
proS[Jccts were of winning over the Labour Party and the Trade 
Union movement to the Indian cause. Indeed, N.C. Kelkar. 
another loyal lieutenant of Tilak, had tclcgmphed to Annie 
Besan! on the eve of the Congress session in Calcutta the {eltt 
of a cable he had received from Baptista: 

Banister Baptista wil'es me from London as follows: 
Transmit following Congress President. Congratulatil)!lS 
and best wishes Congress success. Mag!1ificent Labour 
response evcrywhere. Genuine sympathy with aspirations 
of Indian Nationalism. Twenty Trades and Labour Coun
dIs, including Manchester. Birmingham. Bristol, represent~ 
iug over 2QO,OOO members have pledged themselvcs tOo sup
port Home Rulc for India. Hull Resolution on Agenda of 
Labour Party Conference recommends new constitution 
on lines of South African constitution with Provincial 
Autonomy with power for people tOo elect their own 
Governments to be brought into operation within 20 years.. 
Times calls resolution a newcomer on Labour agenda. 
Inform Congress suitable occasion. 

Baptista. obviou!>ly. was carried away by the manner in which 
his "eloquent and convincing arguments" in his presentation of 
the ('ase for Illdia had been received by his Labour and Trade 
Union audienccs. But his excitement over the Hull resolution on 
the agenda or the Labour Party Conference to be held at Nottin
gham early in the New Year. envisaging power for the Indian 
people to elect their own Government within twenty Yl!ar:;, 
was unlikely to be shared by Tibk or Annie Besant. She. in fact, 
had suggested in her address lhat the Congress "should ask the 
British Government to pass a Bill during 1918,establishingSelf
Government in lndia on lines resembling those of the Common
wealth of Australia [significantly, with her acute political sense, 
and unlike the Labouritl.:·s of Hull, she had not taken the South 
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African Constitlnion which disenfranchised the majority of the 
population as her model). the Act to (;ome into force at a dal.e to 
be laid down therein, preferably 1923, at the latest 1928, the in
termediate flVe or ten years being occupied with the transference 
or the Government from British to Indian hands, maintaining 
the British tie as in the Dominions." it is true. however, that in 
the resolution which the Calcutta Congresl> adopted the time 
scale for the transfer of power was not precisely specified and 
was left open to nogotiation. Nevertheless the resolution did 
insist. that the time-limit for the attainment of plenary Responsi
ble Government must be set down ill "the statute itself at an 
early date", This was, presumably, to rule out the possibility of 
backsliding by the British Government later on. 

However, the Cnllgress was glad of any support that it could 
win in Britain and it passed a resolution-~number nineteen on 
the Hst~requesling "Joseph Baptista and H.S.L. Polak. both 
now in England, to eonvey tn the Labour Party in annual session 
aSSf::mbled. its cordial welcome of their proffered help in obtain
ing the passage through Parliament 01 a "latule embodying the 
grunt of Responsible Government to India." The resolution 
authorised Annie Besant "10 send a cablegram to Sir WiHiam 
Wedderburn Bart, Chairman of the British CommiUee of the
hldian National Congress", of the decision or the Coogles5 to 
appoint Baptista and Polak as the Congress representatives .at 
the forthcoming Labour Congrcs~ in response to the invitation 
tr(lm the Labour Parly. 

The Congress was. partly at any rate, reciprocating. For ,IS 

Annie Besanl in her sp.:ceh mentioned, Major D. Graham Pole 
was present at the Calcutta Congress as. "messenger" to the 
Congress from the Labour Pany. She went Oil to hop~ "that a 
link will thus be formed which will draw closer together the Uni~ 
ted Kingdom and Inuia. For this, as well as for the coming of 
the Secretary of {he State to India. will 1917 be marked as a rer.!· 
letter year." But it is not clear from what she :;aid whelhl!r 
Major Grah.am Pole was attending the Calcutta Congress sessio:1 
as a representative of the British labour Pany or as a fratem:ll 
deleg;tte from the Home Rule fM India League set up in Englanu 
ill the summer nf 1916 of which he was the General Secretary. 

Perhaps Graham Pole's status at the Congress session was 
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left deliberately vague and ambiguol1s so as. not to commit the 
Labour Party to specific and explicit support of the Indian 
National Congres!:> and its policies. Although still very much a 
junior partner of the British imperial establishment, the British 
labour leadership seemed already well-versed in those tricks of 
the trade to which it was to resort when it eventually came 10 

power and had to take decisions. At any mle, it is evident from 
a message which the Parliamentary Committee of the Trade 
Union Congress and the National Executive of the Labour Party 
sent to the Russian people carly in January 1918 that, for all its 
rhetoric, the Labour leadership was not prepared to stray very 
far from the position on India of the British Government, in 
which it was represented: 

We accept the principle of self·determination also for 
India and the other dependencies of the British Empire, 
though we believe that lhe record of British Gowrnment 
here gives little occasion ror reproach, and that the appli
cation of the principle is peculiarly dilflcult. We intend to 
meet this by a VI.,'1'y much more rapid development of sclf
government. Our purpose is to raise these depi!ndcncies 
to the status of Dominions.. We cannot give them the 
status at once, because it is impassible to end in a day the 
position which has been created by a long period of British 
administration. 

This was an early exercise in Orwellian news-speak and the 
term "rapid" in practice came to mean going as slowly as possi
ble and giving a!\ little as p05sible---and often too late. However. 
that may be, as it turned oUt Baptista was unable to be present 
at the labour Party Conference held at the Albert Hall. Not
tingham, towards the end (If January f9l8. due to some confu
sion over the day on which he was expected to be there. We 
learn from a rep,,",rt in India that "he had received no intimation, 
until it was too late, th~! 'fraternal greetings' were to be deli
vered on that date [Tuesday, Ja!luary 23J. He had made all 
arrangements to be present, even to tl1e extent of cancelling meet~ 
iog.,; already advertised at Glasgow, and Dundee, and stopping 
the fixing of other meetings." Btlt Polak, one of Gandhi's 
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associates from the South Afriean days who had visited India 
more than once and spoken at the Congress sessions on the issue 
of the treatment of Indians in S(}uth Africa, was present at 
Nottingham and addressed the Conference. He was given "a 
tremendous ovation" and Ramsay MacDonald himself moved a 
vote or thanks to the speaker. More: the Conference sent to 
India "a message of good cheer in her struggle for liberty." 
This sounded great, but c()mmitted the Labour Party to very little, 
if anything .. , . 



CHAPTER XIII 

TOWARDS PARTING OF THE WAYS 

For the most part for India and the Congress as for the 
world in general. though not for exactly the saine reason. 1918 
was a year of waiting for some kind of a dellouement which seemed 
imminent and yet somehow proved elusive as days and months 
passed. The Calcutta session had reflected and, indeed, ended 
on a note of what can best be described us aflenfisme. The last 
resolution it passed, as in the previous years, fixed the venue for 
the next session-Delhi. However, unlike what had been hitherto 
the practice, it did not fix the date when it would be held. The 
date was left open for obvious reason. It was waiting on eveots
or rather one particular event. The event for which it was \"ait
ing was the unveiling of the scheme for constitutional reforms 
promised in Montagu's statement of August 20. 1917, and 
which he and his colleagues had come out to India to fashion in 
consultation with the Government of India and after listening 
to the views of various leaders of Indian opinion, authentic or 
drummed up for the occasion. 

For the wider world the constitutional future of India was 
a relatively peripheral concern, if at all. the British Empire hav~ 
ing come to be accepted at its own valuation of its legitimacy. 
Admittedly, German propaganda was harping a good deal on 
the position of India~and Ireland and Egypt-not necessarily 
because Germany wanted to see them as free and sovereign 
nations, but to expose the hollowness ofthe British claim that the 
war was being waged to establish the right of self-determination 
of peoples. This certainly embarrassed the British ruling estab
lishment. but even for the British people it was a side-issue, and 
the prevailing mood of agonising atfenlisme 11inged on the ques
tion when the War which had become one of attrition and mutll':l.l 
slaughter was going to end. 
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The- entry of the United Stales into the fray all. their side 
iI~ the spring of 1917 had raised hopes of an early and victorious 
end. BUl us the "ummer came and went, and the autumn, too, 
and winter again set in without any brenk in. the stalemate, the 
gloom de~pened--especia!ly after the collapse of the Russian 
Front and the opening of negotiation.s between Kaiser's Germany 
and the nascent Soviet State. Monwgu even thought a negotiat
ed settlement with Germany a distinct po~sjbility, In all. entry 
in his All Indian Diary at the end of 1917, he reflected: 

I cannot help thinking that everything seems to ... show 
the likelihood of the War petering out now tllat Russia 
has set an example. I hope it may not be so, but once 
people begin to negotiate with anybody the exam pIt. may 
be inrectious. 

His. apprehension that the War may peter out was belied 
by the course of events. The Russ-ian example did not prove 
infectious. On the contrary. the kiIJing went 01\ unabated and 
Anied fortunes over the 11.eXL three months or winter showed no 
signs of improvement. The!l came the physical and psychological 
shock of the massive offensive which the Germans were able to 
mount early in the spring of 1918 and which made considerable 
headway. It dispelled any notion tl1at the War was all over bar 
tlle s11outjl't!~ and the victory parade, News from the war fronts 
purveyed in India was, inevitably, filtered if not doctored. But 
Montagu llUd access to official reports which were more accurate 
and dcepellCd his despondency. Toward$ the end of March he 

. wrote gloomily in his Diary: 

The news of the German offensive makes one realise, as 
one has always realised, that ill all work for after the War 
one is building on what may be the sand. Are we going to 
have an Empire after the War? I can honestly say (hat my 
work these six months has helped, because it has kept 
India quiet. But what is happening in France? 

However, the question which was being asked by a section 
of the Tory Press in Britain with increasing impatience was not 
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wlla{ WaS happening in France-that was obvious enough from 
tlle ca~llallY tigures~but what was happclting in India. It had 
long been grumbling that the Government of India ,vas not tak
ing the War ~eriouslycnough: that British hureaucrats in Delhi 
and Simla to ~ay nothing-of the B()xwaJlas as in Bombay and Cal
cutta were con.tinuing to ~avoUJ' tIle dolce vila while Britain. was 
being bled white. With the heavy toll on the Western Front tllcre 
v."cre demands that India must be made to do morc financially 
as well as provide more man-power by intensifying the recruit
ing drive. Early in April Lloyd George sent a lelegram to the 
Viceroy which virtually said so in So many words and at the same 
time obliquely warned that the enemy was almost at the gale, 
or rather the Khyber Pass: 

At this time, when the intention of the rulers of Germany 
lo establish a. tynmny not only O\'Ct all Europe, but over 
Asia as well, has become lnlflsparently clear, I wish to 
ask the Government and people of India to redouble their 
efforts .... I have no duubt that India will add to the lau~ 
rcls it has already won, and will equip itself on an even 
greater scale than at present to be the bulwark which wiH 
save Asia from the tide of oppression and disorder which 
it is tJ1e object of the enemy to achie"e. 

To this rather flattering message-the casting of India in the 
role of a saviour of Asia from th: tide of oppression and dis
order by a British Prime Minister was something new-the Viccroy 
had ;:ent nn appmpriately loyal reply on behalf of the Govem+ 
ment over which lIe presided and the people of IndiJ, assuring 
Lloyd George that "India ll:ld been ~tfrred to tlle dc-pths by tIle 
noble s3crliices being made by the British people": that "your 
trumpet cal1 at this crisis will not fall OJ) deaf cars."; that llC felt 
confident "it will wake the princes and the people's leaders to 
a keener sense" of tIle gravity of tlle situation: and that he looked 
"to tJ)C princes anJ people of Tndia [apparently not to their lea~ 
ders] for the fullest e1Tort to safeguard tl1e soil of the Mother
land. aguinst the attempts of a cruel and unf:>crupulous enemy." 

This also was something new. Hitherto at [east the term 
"Motherland" in reference to India had (lOt come easily if at all 
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to proconsular and bureaucratic lip~. But adver~ity has its. uses, 
~weel as well as salutary. As for the leaders of the fndian people, 
Ihey mu~t have regarded it ali rather a backhanded compliment 
to them that they needed waking, Almost since the outbreak 
of the War even the Moderates among. them had been telling the 
British Government both in [ndia and Bl'itaitl that the main 
()bstac1e to the mobilisation or India's resourceS was the bureau
cracy and its congenital mistrust or llle rndian people. That was 
part of the message speh out agai[l at the Calcutta Congress and 
if it did not register it~elf on tile Viceregrtl mind it was only be
cause Cheim)ford-and unfortunately hy flOW Montagu, too,
were too busy listen.ing to, and believing, their trus.ted informants 
(:iOme of them Indians Lo be sure) who told them that tile se~
sion had been "a failure" and that Annie Besant was being dcserw 

ted by 11er associates. 
Whether Of 110t 5he was be'rug deserted by her aSSociate! 

in the Congress and her Horne Rule League is not easy to c),tub
!ish at tJ1is distance in time. Undoubtedly, later that year all 
maImer of differences, political as 'well as telllperamc[ual, were 
10 surface between her and some of her colleagues. But contrary 
to what Cheitnsfofd and Montagu WefC told and eagerly bclievw 
cd, these flowed [rom reasons whidl were tlw exact obverse of 
what they imagined, What is 1110re, the Calcutta session of the 
emLgress, r'lf from heing a failure, was a personal triumph 
for her. At the end of her address. she had made it perfcc!ly clear 
to the assembled delegates that ':ille had no intention of lliber
Itating in between the ses~ions. The duty of the leader, she said, 
··is 10 lead". In other words, slte inlellded to be a very preside-n
rhli President. As Dr. Sitaramuyya, w1lO had the great advantage 
of being a witn.ess to the era whatever l1is litl1jtalion~ as an 
historian, wrote; ·'Mrs. Besant. .. took the view thaI the 
Prcs,idcnt of the year's scs;;ion of th~ C()flgrcsS wa s Prcsit.,lent for 
the whole year. Thi~ was [tot a new idea, by any means, but she 
was the first to act upon it." 

As it turn.ed out. her presiJential term W;lS to be some'what 
truncated. But while il lasted, she n.ot only sct an example of 
indefatigable personal effort as she had promised: she also tried 
10 impart the same dyn....'lmism to the Congress at all levels (11' 

the organisation, "At the very iirst meeting of the All-India 
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Congress Committee held immediately :tfter the Congress on 30th 
December, 1917," Dr. Sitaramayya has retorded. "the question 
of raising a permanent fund for the Congress was coruidered, 
and fUrther, Provincial Commiuees were called upon to appoint 
a Working Committee for carrying un edm:ative and propagan~ 
dist work in IJldia and England. The months that followed were 
months (If incessant activity .... "· 

They were. AUel1lisme under her stewardship was not ~1I1ow
cd to become illertb. She was anxiou" to build up popular under
standing of and sanction fOf the Congress-League scheme. Tak
ing her cue from Gandhi even though she never wholly sllcC1.'£'d
cd jn establishing a rapport wjth him, she hac1 said in her address. 
at Calcutta: 

Mr. Gandhi's capital idea of a monster petltton for the 
Congress-Leuh'llC scheme. fur which sigltatures were Oldy 
to be taken aflel careful explanation of ils scope and mean
ing, h,15 proved to be alt admirable method of political 
propaganda. The soil in the Madras Presidency had been 
well prepared by a wide distriblltion of popular litClalure 
and the Propaganda Commiltee had scattered over the 
land in the vernaculars a simple explanation of Home 
Rule. The resl.!lt of active work in the villages during the 
last yeal showed itself in the gathering in less thun a 
month of nearly a million signatures. They have been 
taken in duplicate, so that we have a record of a huge 
number of people interested in Home Rule, and the hosts 
will increase in ever widening circlcs, preparing for the 
coming Freedom. 

It wa~ characteristic of her tbat she was not content merely 
to iSS\lC instructions to others to do the hard field work. She 
herself undertook a strenuous campaign of tours throughout 
the country 10 build up the momentwn of support for the COll
gress·League plan of reforms as the stepping stone to full self
government. "The first five months of 1918," Dr. Paltabhi Situ
ramayya, who was by no IDeans among her uncritical devotees, 
writes in his history of the Congress, "were a period of restle~s 
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activity for Mrs. Besant. An idea of her c(>ntinuou~ tours is 
gjv~n in the pamphlet on 'Home Rule Leagues'." 

The conduct of the day·ta-day functions of the Congress 
was by no means easy. The authorities resorted to a whole bag 
of tricks to cre.:.te difficulties and hurdles for it though they were 
inhibited to sonte degree in imposing any blanket b:m on Con
gress activities by the presence of the Secretary or State for India 
in the country and unceltainty about the future. Thus when the 
AII·fndia Congress Committee met in Ddh1 on February 23, 
19t5, it was without Tiluk who, in Montagu's own assessment, 
wa" at the time by far the m(>st powerful political figure in [ndin. 
He could not attend because he had been barred by a prohibitory 
(lfder from entering the territories of the Punjab and Delhi. 
True. he had been to Delhi at the end of previous November, 
but that was under a special and conditional dispensation so that 
he could meet Montagu as part of the Congress and Hom::: Rule 
Le--ague deputations, the condition being that he should not 
address meeting .. o-r receive deputations. But no such indulgence 
was extended to- him in February, despite the fact that a deputa~ 
lion wailed on the Viceroy to urge him 10 lift the ban on Tilak 
and Bipin Chandra Pal which declared the Punjab and Delh.i to 
be oul of bounds to them. 

Tbe A.I.e.C. meeting in Delhi was held;n the wake of a bere
avement. SirWHliam Wedderbum had died on January 25, 1918, 
at his country home at Meredith (Glotlce:'>tcrshire). The funeral 
took place at Tibberton churchyard nearby on January 29. By 
a slrange coincidence his lasl public appearance in London had 
been a few weeks earlier at a meeting in memory of his friend and 
fellow-worker in the cause of Tndla, Dadabhai Naoroji. As 
India reported. the weather was very bad and he had contracted 
n chill whicb kept him confined to his rooms on return. He 
seemed to be Oil the mend, but comI'lications set in on January 
22 nnd he went into a com~ from which he never recovered. 

Ahhough tl.>chnically Wedderburn was not a founding father 
of the Congress-at the time of the First session of the Congress 
he was still in Government service and c(}uld not participate in 
its work, but he was active behind the scenes as we know-he 
had served the Congress with a rare devotion for upward of 
three decades. He had twice presided (wcr its annual sessions: 
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the first time ill Bombay in 1889 when Bradbugh had attended it 
as a b'tle~l, and t11cn, ag".in, at its T wcmy-fifth s~s!>it)n in AU~w.'1abad 
in 1910. He had beel] the Chairman t)f the British Cornmittttof 
the Jlldian Nlttiollal Congre~s and had kept its orgall Illdia 
going, ",nw a1 his O\\ll expCfhC, for a quarter of a century. A 
man ot tala! dcdicati\)!l 10 Indh and the long-term iJlter.::~h of 
the British natl(lO. ""jlh Hume and HCllfY C(\ttUIl, he had made 
an in\':,Ju;1ble conlrlbuliull totJlcCollg.rcss movement during its 
formative phase and been in,;trumental in ensuring that it should 
steer clem or xenophobia and racial bitterness. While he was 
still alive, SUl'endranalh Bancrjca had ~aid: 

Milton sang of his life as self-consecrated in the service of 
God. Of Sir William Wedderburn we say th'lt his is a dedi
cated life in the service of Tndia, ... Ifhis Jot had beert cast 
in more supcrslitious times, his contemporaries would 
have regarded him as the incarnation of some great Hindu 
Muhalma born again in the flesh for the well-being of his 
people. 

This was a sentiment which Gokhalc had echoed a1 a lunche\,m 
at tht.~ National Liberal Club in less soulful but no less poignant 
words; "India has held bh. whole heart to the exclusion of every 
other sUbject ... ' His faith in the people of India is, indeed, a part 
of his great personality. He lms belioved in us in spite of the 
obloquy of hi:; own countrymen. He has believed in us in spite of 
our~elves .. , . The picture of this great, venerable fisM of modern 
times, who ha~ done this WOl k for us is a picture that is too beauti
ful and too in~pjring for words: it is a picture 10 dwell upon 
lovingly and rcvercnti<dly and it is a pictmc to contemplate in 
silence:" rna brief and moving editorial note after his death, iI/diu 
neatly summed up the essence of Wedderburn's philosophy of 
life and work in words which could not hut touch t(} the quick 
the heans of ib Iud ian readers. "He sought not the 'fruils of 
action" jn the spirit of the BlwgavadGifG," it wrote, and wellt on 
to remark that in looking back on his "beautiful and rich life, we 
find its keynote in the following lines from Lowell: 
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'Tis not th..: grilpes of Canaan that rep.,y, 
RUI the high faith that faikd not by Lil.· \'v';lY: 
Virttl~ tl'Cat1$ not the p;tth~ lhat eml ill the grave." 

359 

In mourning hi." death the AJ.C.C. !J1cmbcrs were in a very 
rcal scnse mourning the passing away or an cr.). The cond()lelWC 
rc:.olution was abo hI p,ove to be it kiml of I'CqUiCll1. on the B1'itl,h 
Committct of the Indian National Congrc~s t'f which 11<:: had 
t...'Cll the life and souL J\'r tllthough it \\',[$ to ling..::r OIl f~lr tW() 
years t.lr more arter his dcalh, its elfcetiv..: life by bcllind ti and 
the well tempered inldligcnee Ih<ll guided it had dcpJ-rted. In 
any ca,e, the C{1ngrc~:; Icaders meeting at DdlJi were preoccupied 
with thoughh of the future which ~eel1lcd :'>0 imminent and yet 
somehow was, in Matthew Arnold's. phrao;e, "powerless. to be 
born". They took 1\\1() import;llll decisions: the rln,t was that a 
special session of the Congrcss be heltl. und f0!lnwing it a deputa
tion Ix: sent to England. AlblmbaJ and LueknllW were sugg~s
tcd as the likely venue. BUlthe date of the session -th..: Ilrst <!Yer 
of tts kind to be called -was left op;;:n. It \ .... us to be soon after 
the publication of the Report on Constitulilmul Rcform~ fllr 
which India was impaliently waiting. They were quitc inlhe dark 
as to when that \'Muld be. 

Curiously, the man on whom rested the primary re~pollSi
bility for -prodtlcing lhe Rerhlrt-,MnJltagu-- was equally in the 
dark .t-; h) when, if at all, he would be able to deliver it. For 
all praclk:a.l purposes his f(\und of interviews with represetUutives 
of Imlillil 1'o[i11(..'al \lpiniolt ilnd other cxp!oralt1ry work were over 
by the beginning of January. But that wa,> a vcry s.maH and the 
ea.,icr part of his ta.,k, He was abo having s()me dilftculty with 
Ilis COl1C'lguc~ in getting them to conC<.'lllralC onlrrc work in hand 
and to In their homc work. I-k comnlained. I'M instance, that 
Hhl.lpcndrunath Ba:.u w,)l!ld 1101 go thrDugh the mass uf docu
ments and n;clTwmndu which were prc"cmcd 1ll them -()" per
haps, was unubk to becau~c he couldn't keep awake. A~ MOll
tagu was to remark later. "He c;tnnot rcad. two pag.eS without 
steeping." This irritated M(lIl\agu Ih,)ugh it i~ hard not to syni.p:;J.~ 

thise with Basu, cOIl"iciering thut much of the litcrawrc he was 
expecteu to go through was not di;;tingui~hed by its high c()
efficient of rcad,lbility !lnd ~;tlme of it W1l5 of cgregiou;. and 
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repetitious tedium. 
However, IllS greatest headache was not the tendency of some 

of his colleagues to sleep over the documents he wanted them to 
Tead and inwardly digest, but the incurable and perverse f(~cal
citrance of officialdom. Chelmsford seemed to be in two minds 
when he had a mind at alL The members of 11is Executive Coun
cil, and especially the influential ones like Vincent and Meyer, 
were devious Of stubborn, and sometimes both. A majority of 
tj)C provincial satraps was dead SC'l against any suggcHion of 
constitlltional mobility and the more powerful among them, like 
O'Dwyer and Pentland, were highly allergic to the idea of having 
representative democratic institutions even at Ihe provincial 
level, O'Dwyer loudly and pugnaciously so, and Pentland ,vith 
his sullen taciturnity. Assorted bureaUl.-ratic hicrards who were 
called in from time to time to help added to the general confu
sion. Montagll was unwilliltg to admit that, jl)inlly and indivi
dually, these men were bent on thwarting his good intentions 
through a kind of attrition and that ;my proposals to which 
they agreed would be nugatory 10 dIe point where they would 
have little chance of aCceplu!lce even by moderate Indian politi
cians. Btlt tJmt ~hou!d have been obvious. 

He alternated between brief moods of elation wIlen the whole 
scheme seemed to be within his gra$p and fits of depression 
when the prize tantalizingly receded, Early in January he ""Tote 
despairingly. "1 do not know what to do; " do not know where 
to turn for 1leJp. The whole tIling, jU~1 as it looked mosl promis
ing, Jlas tumbled ubout my cars." Yet three weeks later, on 
February 7 aften,JJat he called "a black Wednesday". tJIC prospect 
looked rosy to him. "Our proposals in principle," he noted, "are 
complete. We arc engaged on the writing of the report. which ,viii 
be complete by tIle end of this month," But the end of February 
caine and the end of March, 100, wilh (,H,'r)-body still at cross
purposes. At Dehra DUll \\-here he haJ gone with the Viceroy 
and tlleif team, he ",as still m<lking he<lvy weather ovcr prepara
{i{m of the final draft of !lIe report: 

We have spent almo~t every dllY .. ' continuou:;ly from ten 
in tIte moruing till eight at nig.ht in revising the reporf. .. , 
Chelmsford has sat through the whole proceedings, taking 
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Ilis. turn 1ft reading out aloud the paragraphs. and confin
ing himself to such speculations as to wllCther the Govern
ment of India is a plural or a single noun. MUfris [Inspec
tor General of Police in U.P. whose literary talents had 
been enlisted by Montagu in drafting the report} has fought 
consistently for the right to say disagreeable things about 
people: r 11ave fought to avoid it .... There Jlave been long 
arguments, and I have had much to suffer from Marris's 
temper, whic11 culminated on Friday by my determi1ung 
that I could not go on under a situation in which I was left 
to argue with him, Chelmsford sitting in judgement or 
being appealed to as a sort of judge, as to which of the 
opposing counsel was right. So I lost my temper, spo:'e 
violently, received apologies from him, and things wer.t 
better thereafter .... 
Tilere was a terrible incident on Thursday, which cost us, 
I take it, three days in concluding our labours. Vincent 
was invited to make his comments on the report. He began 
to complain about suppression of truth. and it soon became 
obvious that every alteration in the report whieh we had 
made to which Marris did not assent had been reported to 
Vincent, and Vincenr had been asked 10 fight the bailie 
over again, Chelmsford lost his temper almost immedia
tely. with the result that Vincent put up his papers and left, 
sayir.g that he had no responsibility in lIle matter and would 
do no more. I had to make the peace, and it took me some 
time .... 

Had they but knowll it, the rndian leaders might have drawn 
some cOIl.'>olution that while the British intelligence agents, both 
p<'1id and unpaid, were delighting their principals with reports 
of growing djJferences on. the Indian side and, especially, the 
widening riCf between Annie Besant and her colleagues in the 
Congress and the Home Rule Leagues, it was not plain sailing 
011 the British side either and that MOIltagu and Chelmsford 
were not finding it easy to work harmoniously with their advisers 
and counsellors. Nor, it may be added, among themselves. At 
the ycry last minute arter the report had been finalized at the 
Viceregal Lodge in Simla-Montagu rather aptly described it 
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as "exactly like a Scotch hydro"~an\lthcr ~wkward question 
arosc. 

As Montagu llils related in Ilis Diary, Chelm:;ford came up 
to him with "u problem: was his name or mine to appear first 
on the report T' He was ratIlcr apologetic about the w1101e thing. 
"He told me that it W,1S my scheme and my fepon: that the rc~ 
forms would always. be known as the Montagll~Chclm~ford re
forms. bm that it being in India, he fell he must sign first. What 
an interesting problem. fraught with what consequences. tn 
a great Empire, requiring our serious attention!", Montagu was 
to comment in his Diary. However,lle did not respond [0 Chelms
ford's plea with a direct "yes" or "no", fns.tead, he seem.eo to 
play for time by enlarging on all the uncertainlies which still 
lay ahead. Chelmsford, he uoted, "looked rather sorry for 
himself. but agreed. As a matter of fact, I made up my mind to 
reconsider the situation al'l.d sec what could be done." 

And reconsider he did, coming up with the compromise 
suggestion (0 the Viceroy three days laler "that our two signa
tures should be attached to the report side oy side. Il seems rjdi~ 
culous, but it made him much happier. and. after all, it is a unique 
occasion which demands a unique fOfm or signature." AI! the 
same, in this, for Montagu "ridiculous" game of one-upman
ship, Chelmsford managed to have his way to all intents anu pur
poses. For we learn from Montagu's entry in his Diary for 
Monday, April 22. 1918 ... [ was sent for by Chelmsforo. r found 
three copies of the report spre:td ou his table, und Lady Chelms
ford in Red Cross l,mifmm standing by him. and Mafiey. [I.L, 
Private Secretary to Ihe Viceroy]. tall a!\d silent, next to her. 
There was one copy for the Cabinet. and two bound in blue 
leather one fOf him and one for me. He had '.tlready ~iglled aH three. 
I liigned. and we shook hands, I wondered whether he was still 
thinking of the order of the signatures and had determined 10 
sign first." 

Thus was scaled and signeo an exercise which in the ~till
evolving mythology of the post-colonial-or, as som.: I\\lultl 

have ii, the neo-colonial·-cpoeh is being increasingly presented 
by some of the British }listorians as the first decisive act i!l the 
unfolding scenario of the "transfer of power" to the success-or 
states of an Empire built in a "fit of absenHnindedl1.ess' but shed 
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according to a well-planru:d :md pJHt~ed design of gradual and 
constitutional devolutionofautllOrity. Howev.::r tlwt may be, MOll
[agu left Simla the same afternoon, walking down. "the steep 
hill to Summer Hill station" with Lord and Lady Chelmsford. 
"As the t.rolly [rail car] left," Montllgu wrote in his Dr"'T, ·'t.he 
band at Verney's suggestion, but partly to show its devolion to 
Parsons, played what somebody fortunately told me was 'Auld 
Lang Sync'." Two days later "at twelve o'dock precisely" he 
left. India aboard the H.M.S. Dujfi'rill, wondering whether he 
would see the country which, in hl;;. own wonh, he "loved", an.d 
where he was "happiesC', again. 

In the rat~)er disingenuous back and forth which lw had \vith 
Chelmsford over who was to have prcC~dcnce in signing their 
joint nmsicrpiecc, Montagu had strcss~d the imponderables in 
the situation :uld said: "It was ttlO early yet h) say that there 
would be any reforms arising out of lhe report, that that depend~ 
ed upon the action taken by him in lndia and by me at homc. 
We had only begun our diffi<.'Uhies. ( might be out 0f olfice in 1.1. 

few weeks; he might have done somc internment affair which 
would upset the apple carL" The likely internment he had up
pemlOst in his mind was thut of Annie Besant or Tilak and possi
bly both. He had good reasons for thinking so. Chelmsford 
llimscIf had told him that they might have to intcm her again 
and even to d~port her, Others, lower down the rungs of the bltre~ 
3ucr'.ltic ladder, were eVen more eager and almost itching to 
muzzle and effectively incapacitate her in some way, Nor would 
Montagu have objected to theil' t.1king uny :wlion agains\. her. 
For although she had tried hard to Will his sympathy-~she had 

.seen him a number of limes :md corresponded wilh him-some-
110W the t\VO had neYer bccn abk to eSlablish even minimal 
rapport. However, the only reason why he fe-It any action agdinsl 
her was jn2.dyi~abJc w;;.~ because it would make a martyr of her 
und enhance her pditical rcpul:llion which, he seemed persuad
ed. Wtl,S rapidly on the decline. Onl} the day before he left Simb, 
he h"d written in his Diary: 

By the by, Mrs. Be~ant is going to issue a telegram askmg 
Indians 10 help in the War. It is a devcr document which 
has roused the fury of the Services, bc!;;wsc it uses the 
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Prime Minister's words about Ireland. Why should not 
they? She wants to get interned. and if she fails to at"Com· 
plish this, she is going downhill w fast that she will dis~ 
appear. But she is: 100 clever for them, and they arc too 
stupid to :IVllid her game. They arc already beginning to 
consider where they shall deport her to, if they took power 
to depOiI under the Defence of India Act." . 

He misjudged her motives completely. In fact, far from 
wanting to Court internment or deportation. she was most 
anxious to avoid internment and depuftation. This not only be
cause as a realistic politician she did oot wj~h to be interned 
amI thus put lIors de combat al what "he believed to be a most 
critical juncture when the political future of India-her chosen 
Kurukshetra. or Held of disinterested, rightcOlIS endea"oUt~ 
wa~ about to be decided, She was cven morc apprehensive of 
being deported and was determined to avoid it at all costs, For 
she had leaml it straight from the hor~e's n10uliJ -the Viceroy 
himself~that if they could once get her out of the country they 
would tlever allow her to return, This largely ex.plained some 
of the equivocal statements she made and ambiguous positions 
she took up during the spring tlnd summer of 1918 which lost her 
llle support of many ()f the Radicals in the Congress and even 
her own Home Rule League without necessarily endearing her 
to the Moderale~. 

As for Tilak, the authorities tried to put all manner of 
obslacles in his way through cxternment orders and ban on 
political speeches and thus provoke him into some act of rash 
defiance which would give them the pretext for prosecuting him 
or jUst interning: him without having to go through the courts. 
But, as Montagu said of Annie Besant, he was "too clever" for 
tbem. He did nelt defy any prohibitnry injunction and made 
carefully balanced speeches, urging people to enlist for milltary 
service and come to the help of an Empire at war and at the 
same time repeatedly f;trcssed that the Indian people would 
v.illingly offer themselves as soldiers if they were assured that they 
were also fighting for India's freedom and not just freedom of 
other:.- an argument which was to be deployed by the Congress 
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t.gain during the Second World War. However. Clfter his plea rr:in~ 
forced by an interview a.S. Khapardc had with CheJm.~rl)rd to lift 
th~ ban l)n his entry into Delhi territory to ttlt(md the A!!~rndia 
Congress C0mntilll..>e meeting at the end ()f February had been 
turned down, he probably fell that he oJ,mld ~rve the I!ldian 
catlSC better elsewhere just thcll~and nowhere better tn:m in 
the capital of the Empire, London. 

The ALe.c. at its Delhi mccting had decided to send a deputa~ 
tion to England. but only after the publication of the Montag1l4 

Chelmsfl)rd Report. Both Annie B(:sant and Tilak thought olher~ 
wise. Instead of waiting for the publication of the Report, they 
preli:rred their respective Homc Rule League deputatiolls 10 be 
in London as soon as possible. Already a number of Indian 
politiciullS wcre 011 thcir way to England or had arrived there. 
judging from a report in India of April 5, 1918. Som~what 
unexpectedly, the authorities in India were rather forthc~1ming 
in isslIillg passports and travel facilities to Indian politicians of 
different persuasions and none who were eager [0 go to Eltgkmd, 
pl,ssibly because lhey thought they w()uld b0 less bolh·.:rsome 
l11c,'c than in India as a high official of tho.) Govenuuent of India 
waf; to arb'11e a few months laler. Some of Annie Besant's Home 
Rule League men were- alrC'duy on the way to London when 
Tilak started from Bombay at the head of a contingent of his 
own Home Rule League on March 27. 1918. 

Apart from Itimself, the deputation consisted of Ripin 
Chandra Pal. N.C. Kelkar, G.S. KhaparJIl', and RP. Karan
dikar. They were given n tremendous send off whell they lert Vic
toria Temlinus for Madras ell route to Colombo, although 
Tilak at the time had been involved in a controversy because of 
his equivocal conduct at the All-India Depressed Classes Con
fo.lrencc three days earlier which he had attended and addressed, 
winning great applause fOf his statement that it is "a sin against 
God to say that a person is lInlollchl.lble", and then refused to 
sign iis manifesto declaring that "its "ignatorics would not 
observe untouchability itl their day-ta-day life." They reached 
Colombo on April 2 and were expecting to embark for Eng.land 
on April 5. But at the last minute they were lold that the boat 
they were to take would not be arriving till April 23. They tried 
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to book their passage on the Lanco-,hire which wa,)i lellying ear~ 
lief. Howevcr, on April 12, Tilak was informed by the ollice 
of the Colonial Secretary in CeY\()11 (<IS it then Wil~) that the War 
Cabinet had decided agaimL allowing thcm In go to Britain and 
they were to Imncl over their pas:;,pOr!s fl\r c\l1lccllation_ 

If Mon!agu i~ to be bdicvcd thi:; wu;; a dcvei,)pment which. 
Game as mllch of a surprbe --even n ~hock- to Chelmsford as 
to Tilak and Indian opinion generally lht)ugh not to the Home 
Department of the GnvcnullenL of India over which Vincent 
presided: 

The Tilak incident was very cilaracterblic. PasspMb were 
issued to him nnd hi:; friends without rcJerence h) me, 
but in issuiJ1~ them, it S(.."CnlS to me that the Government 
were dearly righL Tilak had to go home rmcan~ 
iug England) to fighl Ihe Chinl! case: and t() ~lojl his 
expedition at the time that the papers arc full of Lord 
Sydenham's activitie~ wqukl h;we been a fatal mistake. 
But, having :dklwed him h) go home. either Ollt of sheer 
malice or crass ~Lupidity, the Home Department, without 
reference 10 the Viceroy. sellt home a telegram conlain~ 
ing so hlael a picture {,f Tilak's :mtccedcnt~ and pmbablc 
activities th:tt I dl} nc.t \\'t'mder Uw Home Go'>crnmcnt 
were nervous. It sccm~ a little strange, however, tInt they 
should have ...::lnceJled a pa"Sp(lft given by a duly amhnri
sed authority without c\1n~ll!tinf! him. However. it was 
done. I drafted fM Ihe Viceroy a telegram of protest, which 
was uitimatdy ~cnt, with :'. rcqt.Le~t f('~r recnllsidcr;uion. 
It has fuiled: the Home (hwcramen! refu~e to let him sail. 
mainly on lite ground that Ihe Ge!lera! St:lff will not )l:lVe 

it; so lhat it ~ecm5 that [G':llcralj Henry Wit~(>n is g,)\,'ern
jng Engiand. r a'.ked them to iGbgraph home accepting 
the Government's dcchi('ll, and suggesting a slOp being 
put upon Sydenham's [who headed a virulenlly anli-Indinn 
lobby in Englund} organisatill!t_ Thb tiK-Y WOIl'1 do, and 
the only thing I am confiuent ab\Hu is thaI the;.,' will handle 
Tilak stupidly whell he- 1'etlttlh 

He was. right in tllis surmise, They did. But he was. deceiving 
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himself in thinking that anybody in Delhi or Simla or the 
bureaucratic set~up generally wanted Sydenhanfs allti~India 

outllt~thc Indo-British Association~to be curbed and mul.
... I.;:d. 011. the contrary, 1110S[ of them were operating on the same 
wavelength and some of Ijlcm werc in covert. if not overt, collu
sion with it. Again, it was not just sheer malice against Tilak 
or crass stupidity which had motivated the Home Department 
of the Government of lndia·-probab!y on the basis of illform
alion supplied by the CT.D, which was 11caded by Cleveland 
(Sir C.R.) with whom Montagu got on famously~in transmit
ting a "black picture" of Tilak's "antecedents:' Malice and 
crass stupidity were certainly factors in their uttitude towards 
Tilak. But there was something else which Montagu was not 
willing to admit though it s]lould huvc been obvious to him
and, perhaps, was. They welc engaged in a strategy aimed at 
revenge and sabotage: revenge against him personally for llaving 
gratuitously stirred up things and sahotage of any proposals 
for com.tltutional reforms that might eventually be placed before 
the British Parliament as a result of his labours in India. 

This was to be done by fouling the political climate in rlldia 
and Britain so that whatever reforms. were proposed would not 
get a chance of being considered dispassionately uud on their 
merits. Apart from ,\11 the internments and recourse to what 
would today be described as Police State methods, especially 
ill Bengal and the Punjab, they seemed detennilled to provoke evcn 
the Moderates. by repeated acts of petty discourtesy, pin-pricks 
and restrictions even against the t<lllest of Indian leaders and thus 
undo tbc attempts being made at the top to "rally the Modera
tes". The cancellation of the passports of Tilak and his teanl

. and lhey were lucky lhat (hey were turned back at Colombo 
while others, as we learn from Syud Hossain's letter in India. 
had their passports cancelled after they had already reached 
Gibraltar and had to find their way back at their own expense
was part of this calculated anticipatory spoiling game. 

The alTair of the cancellation of Tilak's passport !cd to con
siderable protest both in Britain and India. Questions were asked 
in the House of Conmwns by Ramsay MacDonald who urged 
rt. .. "Consideration a~ Chelmsford had done, but only received a 
laconic and dusty negative answer. A protesl meeting was held 



368 INOlA!" NATlQ~AL CO:-:URE5S 

in Bombay on April 8 over which Jinnah presided and at which 
he said tlmt "the Home Government has cars but no eyes," 
It passed a resolution saying: "It is unfair and impolitic to re
fuse facilities to the trusted delegates or the Indian people to rep
resent their cause before the British public ill the face of the 
insidious campaign against the policy of sclf¥government for 
India now being carried on by their opponents:' The Bombay 
Branch of the Home Rule League of which Jinnah was the 
President authorised him to scnd a telegram to Lloyd George 
which stressed the "uufortunate effects" of the arbitrary cancel
lation of the passports of the detegation headed by Tilak. The 
All-India Congress Committee at its meeting at Bombay on 
May 3 also strongly protested against the act of the British 
Government. But these protests availed nothing. 

On the contrary, those who had been instrumental in thwart
ing Tilak and others in reaching England and trying to countt.r 
Sydenham's anti-lndia campaign managed to persuade Chelms
ford to add insult to an injury. During his last few days in Simla 
Montagu had written in his Di{lry quite a bit about the Durbar 
which the ViCC10Y was planning to hold in OeUli at the end of 
April. Montagu was keen to be present at it, Of for a me'>Sage 
from him to be read on the occasion. lmportant Indians also 
wished 11im to be there and a letter from Sir Dorab Tata had been 
passed on to the Viceroy to this effect by one of his Executive 
Councillors, Sir Claude Hill. But Chelmsford and his closest 
advisers among the bureaucratic cabal were determined to see 
that he was kept out: Chelmsford because he was. afraid that 
Montagu with his panache might steal what was, after all, his 
very own s.how, and the cabal because they feared that Montagu's 
friendly rhetoric might make the Indian politicians even more 
uppish than they seemed to have become since his statement in 
the House of Commons the previous August. "It is a little as~ 
tonishing," he wrote in his rueful innocence, "tha~ it has nevar 
been suggested by a soul that I should speak at the Durbar." 

However. even he was not astonished that, when the invita~ 
tions were sent out [0 the princes. and other notables of India 
summoning them to Delhi to take part in what Montagu had 
called a "Durbar", but, in fact, was "a War Conference", to 
raise more money and men for the War, neither Annie BesaD!: 
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nor Tilak were included in the list Qf invitees. The exclusi0n of 
Annie Besant was a snub to her pU50naHy, but also to the Con· 
gress of which she was the President and which at that time was 
in a most co-operative frame of mind. As for Tilak. it is just 
conceivable that part of the reason why Chelmsford countenan· 
ccd his exclusion wns that there was a ban on his entry into Delhi 
and the Pu!'ijab; and while the Chief Commissioner or Ddhi, 
Malcolm Hailey, a high nyer among the heavenborns, would 
have obliged by lifting, or rather suspending, the ban for the 
occasiQn. the "pugnacious"lillie Ulster Man who ruld the Punjab 
was more difficult to handle (and it \vas impossible to enter Deihi 
without having to traverse the Punjab as it ther. was). 

Montagu did not care whether Annie Besant was invited or 
left out. But he considered Tilak's presence at the conference 
crucial. In the entry in his Diary for April 27~the day the CQn· 
ference was tQ take place-he wrote. presumably when he was 
already on the high seas on his way to London: 

With regard to Tilak, jf I were the Viceroy 1 would have 
had him at Delhi at a1\ costs. He is at the moment pm· 
bably the most powerful mUll in India, and he has iL in his 
power, if he chooses, to help materially in War effort. u: 
on the other halld. he attached conditions of a political 
kind 10 his alTers of help, as, indeed, he would, at such a 
conference things would be said to him which would for 
ever destroy his influence ill (ndia, at least, so I think. 
If he is not there, it will always be said that we refused to 
select the most powerful people. Tilak is already saying 
that in. his speeches, and it would have completely taken 
the wind Olll of his sails if he had been invited as one of 
the leaders of indian opinion., .. 

Montagu was almost certainly mistaken. in thinking that if 
they had invited him to the Delhi Conference and exposed him 
to opposition from some of the prize "loyalists" at their beck 
and call. the Govemment could have undermined his inl1uent:t. 
if he had proved intractable. Just then nothing could have taken 
the wind out of his sails excepl death which it did soon enough. 
By cancelling his passport and ignoring him ostentatiously in 
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thelT attempt to mobilize India',; resource~ for the War which 
wa~ stiH 1111t won. they only loucceeded in reinforcing his already 
powerful hold over the popular polilical mind. In this the react~ 
tion of Gandhi to this act of gratuitous discourtesy to Tjlak was 
interesting and significant. 

The more so because the stand he was taking at the time 
WJS ratl1er peculiar and regarded by both the Moderates and the 
Radicals as eccentric and e,en i1!ogical, although to him it appea
re.o pel'fectly consistent with his print:ipies. For him it was still 
the age of innocence in that he had not yet begun. to question 
the moral legitimacy of the Raj in India. He, therefore. consid
ered it logical and even ethically imperatj,e to olrer uncondi
tional support to Britain in the moment or ils peril. Hence his 
wholeh.earted panlcip;nillll in the recruiting campaign and his 
pleas to other Indian leaders, like Tilak. Annie BC1'>unt and JiLl.nah 
who linked their support ror the war effort with certain reciprocal 
conccs:.iol1S, [0 do the same. It is besi<.les the poillt wJ1ether or 
l10t his. recruiting campaign was very effective; and the fact, 
quoted by Ms Judith M. Brown on the basis of a Bombay Police 
Abstract that the NadiaJ Sub·lnspector of Polke "could only 
report 120 recruits as a result of Gandhi's campaign" in 1918 
is not strictly relevant. What mattered was the principle, not 
the litatislics, though an~body knowing the traditions of the re~ 
gion would not be so dismissive of 120 recruits from Nadiad. 

At thc same time, howevor, Gandhi was prepared to take 
issue with the Government lJVer specific questiom where he was 
persuaded that its aCls and policies were unjust and morally 
wrong. Dr. Judith M. Brown speaks in this context of his 
"ambivalent" attitude. Others. however, would regard his stand as 
ethically correct as well as consistent with common sense. At 
least over the struggle he had waged on behalf of the poor indigo 
cultivators of Champaran in Bihar even the aUlhorities had ac~ 
kno\\'lcdged the legitimacy ,If the agitation he conducted by 
eventually conceding his Jcmand for an inquiry into the grie~ 
vance::; of the peasantry. Again, while fuJly backing the recruit
ing campaign. he had no 11c$.itatio11 ill leading the pea'>ants of 
Kaira in Gujurat wilOse cr')l'-' had fa.i!ed {thu" compounding 
their mi~ery after a plague epidemic and at a time of soaring 
prlt.'Cs (tue 1\) war-time s~:trcity) in their movement of resistance 
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h~ the payment of revenue dues when their pleas for relief 
had been tumed dowll by the authorities. 

More: for more than a year he had been exercised over the 
(:ontjnuetl internment of the Ali Brothers. At the Calcutta Con
gfC~'" (1917) their mother, ;;t brave and remarkable woman who 
had been widowed when Mohamed Ali wa,> only one year (lid, 
had attended the Congress session and received a standing 
ovation when Ihe PresiU.:nl, Annie Besant. introducing her to 
the <ludien,,-e, said: "She is a woman with a mother':,; love but 
with a lion's heart and she does not mourn. Rather, she rejoices 
that her snlls are born worthy to serve their mother-country. 
She asks me to tel! you that she was invit!!d to the Mo~lem League 
[of which Mohamed Ali was the President in abso?mia] and that 
... he w()uld not go there without coming here firsL For, she 
says that though the Mussalmlln~ arc her brothers in faith, all 
lndian~ are her brothers in country .... " A':> related earlier, the 
Congress had passed a resolution urging the immediate release 
of Ali Brothers. Gandhi had been so moved hy his m~ling with 
lheit" lllother that on J;muary l, 1918, he had written to Maffc-y, 
Chelmsford's Private Secretary, that the Ali Brothers "should be 
discharged or should be properly tried alld convicled" and request
ed that he "be allowed to go to Chhindw,na and visit .. them. 

Signifieantl)\ he had not voiced any protest at the cancella
tion of the passpOrlS of Tilak and others. But he was upset at 
the decision of the Vicemy not to invite Tilak and Annie Besant 
to the Delhi Conference. So up~el. in fact, lhal he at first dec
lined tt) "take part in the Conferenc:::". In a letter to Sir Claude 
Hill. a member of the Viceroy's Executive Council, written the 
'day before the Conference was to open, he explained the rca<;.on 
why he had come to this decision. "I feel:' he wrote, "that the 
Conference will be largely abortive with the most powerful leaders 
excluded from it. The absence of Mr. Tilak. Mrs. Resant and 
Ali Brothers from the Conference deprives it of any real 
weight. I must confe;s that not one nfus .. , hus the influence of 
these leaders with the masses. Refusal to. have them a.t the Con
ference shows that there is no real desire to change the attitude 
hitherto adopted by those who arc holding the reins of Govefll
ment. And without any real alteration in the spirit all y~)Ur COil

ces:.ions wiJi lose their grace and f()r'::e and will fail to evoke 
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genuine loyalty from the mas~es .... ·' 
While about it, he lold Hill of snme1l1ing else that had wor

ried him and entered il1tO his decision to reruse the invit;ttion. 
The Soviet Government had recently published the text of thc 
"Sc.cl'el Treaties" belween Tzarist Rus~ia and thc Allied P,)wcrs 
regarding, among other things, the plans to carve territories 
and ~phclcs of influence in the Neat and Middle Ea"t. Appa
rently c.F. Andrews, whom he had asked to accompany hint 
on his journey to Delhi, had read oUl an account of these dis
closures in the New Siafesman, .. , feel:' he told Hill. "(hal f()r 
other reasons also I could not elfectively serve on the Confcr· 
cnce. I have just read the Home Mail papers, They deal with 
the secret Treatics. The revelations make painful reading, f do 
not kn()w that I could caillhe Allies' cause 10 be any longer just 
if these treaties are truly reported, I do not know what effect 
the news will produce on the Mahomedans of India"" .. 

Thus the decision not to attend the "War Conferencc" i!l" 

Delhi seemed to be taken 011 both pragmatic and mural grounds 
and, as he wrote in his brief (eHer to- MatTey, "after considerable 
hesitation and much deep thought." However, aftcr an inter
view wilh Chelmsford on the eve of the Conrcrenc~. Gandhi 
changed his mind and "dccided as tl matter of duty to join the 
Conference", alLhough "in fear v_nd trembling:' The Viceroy 
made light of his "fear and trembling", judging fwll'. a message 
he received from his Private Secreta.ry, The Conference duly 
took place. It opened with a speech front the Viceroy ~l!1d a 
message from the King-Emperor. The lallcr whilc appreciating 
India's help in the War. carried mOle than an implic<ltion that it 
did not measure up to India's "full resources and her stlength:~ 
This oblique Royal rebuke was made rathel explicit by Cheillt.,,
ford in his speech in which he eOildescendingly referred to India 
being "true to her salt," 

The superior, jf not insolent, assumption underlying the~e 

admonitions seemed to be that India had some moral obligatio:l 
to pour out her blood and treasure in a war which was certainly 
not of her choice and into which she had been drawn without 
even the semblance of any comultation with her people arul their 
leadels, It jarred on India'.f editorial writer who described it as 
a "rresh piece of bureaucratic tactlessness and ineptitude" and 
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added: "India h; assuming her full responsibility within her means, 
not because she is true to her salt, but because she is true to her
sdf. India's salt has been eaten by many who have been, and 
still are, \~itbin India and this country [Britainj, false to her best 
interests." 

Curiously and perhaps significantly, however, nobody at the 
Delhi Conferen ... -e even took a mild exception to the Royal a!ld 
proconsular exhottatitlns·-not even Gandhi. He, in ract. sup
ported the main resolution, tnough he did so in a brief sp::t.'Ch 
in Urdu saying: "r consider myselr honoured to find my name 
among the supporters or this resolution. I realise fully its m~an
ing and I lender my support to it with all my heart:' Judging 
from a letter by his Private Secretary, Chelll\~rord "felt very much 
touched" by Gandhi's presence at the C<.)nrerence and "by the 
simple words you said and the way y(m sllid them." Mafl'ey, how
ever, could not help adding, "Standing out for rights is not 
always the best way or getting them. If you can believe in us, fight 
ror us and don't be imp.ltienl with us." This seemed a piece of 
gratui([,us guidance. 

It must have puzzled if not worried Gandhi. At any rate it 
led 10 a h)ngish leller to Chelmsford the next day in which he 
went (!Vcr the reason why ne had at first declined the invitation 
to the Conrerenee and then "persuaded myself to join jt,-if ror 
no other cause, then certainly out ormy great regard for yourself." 
He al!l{) rc>;tated his own position. "If [ could make my coun
trymen retrace their steps," he wrote, "I would make them. with
draw all the Congress resolutions. and not whisper 'Home Rule" 
or 'Rcsponsible Government' during the p.:ndency of {he war. 
I would make fn.dia olfer aU her able-bodied sons us a sacrifice 
to Ihe Empire at its critical ntnrnenl .... " But, he went on, "the 
whole of educated India" thought otherwise-and not only 
educated I!ldia. Since his return from South Africa, he had 
been "coming into most intimate touch with the ryots" and he 
wished "to assure" him "that the desire ror Home Rule hIlS 
widely penetrated them" and felt sure "that nothing less than a 
definite vision of Home RulC----lo be realized hi the shorte::;t 
po~sib!e tlme~wil1 satisfy the Indian people." As ror him, 
the Conference meant "a definite step in the colt'iccratiolt of our 
lives lo the common cause." But, he added, "ours is. a peculiar 
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position. We arc today outside tIle partnership. Ours is a con
secration based on tllC llOpe of a better future. 1 should be un
true to you and to my country if [diu not clearly and unequivo
cally leU yOli what that hope is. I do not bargain for its ful filment. 
But you should know it. Disappointment of the hope means 
disillusion." 

All this was true. But WIly was he Jabouring it so much and 
to somebody whose main concern \\'a5 to extract more 
man-power and money from India in what was still a 
war to be won'? The answer, perhaps. is that this was panly an 
argument with himself and reHeeted some inner perplexity, ir 
not conflict within himl:>clf. not so much bec.tuse he had any 
doubt about the position he had taken up with regard to the 
War, but because he felt he had JlO! been able wholly to convince 
either the Government that he was wholeheantedly with it or the 
Congress and Home Rule Leagues' leaders that his stand mude 
any sen.se in terllls of realpolitik. What is more, rather strangely, 
he told Chelmsford that while fadia "should give to the 
Empire every available DIan for its defence" he could not ··~ay 
the same thing about financial assistance", since he was con~ 
vinced "that India has already donated to the Imperial Exchequer 
beyond her capacity." 

While about it, he also tried to make it clear that his uneon~ 
ditional support of the Allied cause did not mean that he was 
willing to abjure his right to resist "tyranny and wrongdoing on 
the part of officials:' This was because Chelmsford had depre~ 
cated "domestic differences". His argument was that "in Cham~ 
paran, by resisting an age~Jong tyranny" he had "shown the ulti~ 
mate sovereignty of British justice." The same, he said, was 
true of Kaira where he was conducting a movemen.t of resistance 
to payment of revenue exactions. Indeed, he described both 
Champaran and Kaira experiments as hi!:> "direct, definite and 
special contribution to the war." And then followed an astound
ing contention: "If I could popularize the use of soul-force, WhlCh 

is but another name for love-force, ill lhc place of brute force. 
J know that I could present you with an India that could defy 
the whole world to do it::; worst. In season and out of season, 
therefore. 1 shaH di!"'cipline myself to express in my life this etcr~ 
nallaw of suffering and pre~enl it for acceptance to those who 
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care." He also did not miss the opportunity to urge upon Chelms~ 
ford that he should ··ask His Majesty's Ministers to give definite 
assurances about Mahomedall States'·, adding: "I am sure you 
know that every Mahomedan is deeply irtterested in them. As a 
Hindu, I cannot be indifferent to their cause. Their sorrows must 
be our sorrows." 

It is not known what the Viceroy and his Man Friday, Maf~ 
fey, made of Gandhi's earnest outpourings in. this letter and 
others which he wrote to them between April 26-30. 1918. Pas· 
sibly they reacted to them with the !)ume mixture of amazement, 
incomprehension, and exasperalion as, nearly two thousand 
years earlier. the Roman proconsular authorities must have felt 
when confronted with the seemingly contradictory, if not 
incoherent, utterances of the strange Galilean who wanted people 
to render unto Caesar the things that were Caesar's and yet whose 
message and endeavour if, they had succeeded, they knew in their 
very guts, would have proved subversive of the order of things 
which Caesar stood for. 



CHAPTER XIV 

THE ANTICLIMAX 

Gandhi was most anxious tllat the Viceroy and bis men 
~hould understand the stand he had taken and the reasons for 
which he llad taken it. TJm! explains his labouring the point 
again and again in his letters to them, But be was equally 
anximls that the Indian public should be fully informed of what 
he l)ad been discussing wilh Chelmsford and the logic behind 
his offer of unconditional support to the British Empire in the 
War which was. not self-evident and was being misunderstood 
not only by the Radicals of the Tilak school of tho light. but even 
the Moderates who felt that he was protesting his loyalty rather 
excessively. He. therefore, sought the Viceroy's permission to 
publish his lettcr to hjm and wrote to MatTey before leaving 
Delhi for Nadiad that this was "intended to counteract forces of 
darkness." 

M<lffey wired to Gandhi on May 2 tbat he could do so but 
at his "own discretion" and that "no authority for doing so 
should be quoted." Obviously. Chelmsford did not want any~ 
body to get the impression that he and Gandhi were acting in 
concerl and that, as far as J1C and the Government were con~ 
(erncd, what they regarded as Gandhi's laboured essays in 
self~jtlstiJk!ltion, were <l matter of no importance to them. being 
irrelevant to the purpose for which the Delhi War Conference 
had b~en called which \\-;.\5 to mobilize India more effcctively for 
prosecuting the War. Matfey"s qualification about "no authority" 
being quoted was meant to rub that poi11t in though obliquely. 

Despite this and it cel'lain urea of perplexilY within him 
which he did not seem wholly to admit even to himself, Gandhi 
was unusually optimistil' about the prospect aht:ad and the future 
of In.dia. This can be inferred rrom a letter to Rabindranath 
Tagore written on Apd! )0 before he left Delhi for Nadiad. He 
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told Gurudev. as he always addressed the Poet, that much as he 
would like to keep C.F. Andrews with him "a Iiltle longer", he 
must leave for Calcutta tonight [0 be with tbe poet who was 
keeping indifferent health and needed Andrews' "soothing pre
sence." He went on to volunteer hopefully: "We are OIl the 
thrc:>hold of a mighty cllange in India. I would like all the pure 
force:> to be physicaHy in the country during the process of her 
new birth, If therefore you wo'uld at aU find rest anywhere in 
India. I would ask you and Mr. Andrews to remain in the COUD

try and kindly 10 lend me Mr. Andrews now and then:' 
So keen was Gandhi that Tagorc should be close at hand to 

willless and be in at the expected advent that he told him that 
he had been in touch about it with Ambalal Sarabhai, a most 
amiable and temarkablo industrial dynast of Ahmedabad, with 
whom llnd his fellow textile millowncrs he had only recently 
had a tussle and aga.inst whom he had organised a largely suc~ 
ce~sful strike of theIr millhands. "Mr. Ambalal has asked me", 
he wrote, "to say that he will welcome you and your company 
as his honoured guests in his bungalow at Matheran." Indeed, 
Ambalal had offered Lo arrange- accommodation for Tagore and 
his party at Ootacamund if be so desired, but Gandhi thought 
it best flJ.r Tagorc to eome for a white to Matheran. a minor 
hill ~tation in the Ghats above Bombay. 

The letter to Tagore not only shows. how private liVes and 
public affain; in India in those days~and fOi a long time to 
come' intertwined because at the apex of leadership and even 
at lower levels everybody seemed to know everybody else inti
mately just as the founders nf the Congress had wanted them 
to: it also illdieatc-s the high hopes Gandhi entertained of an early 
and happy political denouemem. The reason for his optimism 
b not easy to understand. but what is not in doubt is that it was 
in thi~ sanguine mood that he attended the meeting of the AI!
Jndia Congn .. 's:> Committee at Bombay on May 3. 

The meeting \\.':IS not particularly memorable or even con~ 
c1usi\oc. It could hardly be. Predictably. it registered the COI1~ 

grc%' protest against the arbitrary act of the British Governmcnt 
in turning baek Tilak and hi~ Itiends fmm Colombo and an
other Home Rule League delegation from Gibraltar and cancel
latl0rl of their passpor1s. It also pas:.ed a rcsolulil)J1. drafted by 
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G.S. Khaparde and others who had attended the Delhi C,lnft:r· 
eoce. But judging from the text Gandhi could not have had 
much hand in drafting it. For its endorsement of the d<!ci!>ioo:i 
of the Congress was hemmed in implicitly if not explicitly by 
the conditions on which Tilak and Annie Besallt had been harp
ing. The Committee, in fact, "expressed the opinion that noth
ing short of a.n authoritative pronouncement that I ndb shall have 
Responsible Government as the issue of the war will inspire the 
youth of the country to flock to the colours in sufficient numbers 
to emure success" and went on to speak of ";t Citizen Army, 
sufficiently large to defend the country from invasion:' 

The A.l.c.c. further decided to request the British Labour 
Party;:o send a rratemal delegate to the next session of the Ctlll
gress, though whether this meant the special session M the normal 
annual session is not clear from the rep{)rt of the General Secre
taries, A more, important and crucial maHer came up at the 
A.I.C.C. meeting and which it was decided 10 refer 1\, the Provin
cial Congress Committeer. for opinion and report. Thir. related 
to letters from Mrs. Margaret Cousins and Mrs. Dorothy Jinura
jadasa, both married to leading Theosophists and b01h ardent 
suffragettes, asking for assurances that in the coming Reforms 
the rights of women on an equal footing: with men's would be 
safeguarded. 

Mrs. Cousins, it should be added, had drafted the "address" 
to Montagu presented by the Indian Women's Deputation~ 

which included Annie Besant and Sarojini Naidu ("a very at
tractive and clever woman", Montagu had noted in his Diary 
for December 18, 1917), when they saw him in Madras and 
which listed their demands for educational fatilitics for girls. 
more medical colleges, a.nd. of course, voting rights. At the lime
they had told him that the "Congress would willingly pass a Ull

animous reque5t f(lf women's suffrage." This \va!> In prove 1nIe. 

Although dominated by men, whateVer other failings. it may 
or may not have had. any obtrusive m:t1e chauvinism was nl)t 

among them, and from the start it had shown no rc~istanc\! or 
tardiness in the acceptance of the principle of equality of rights. 
of men and women_ 

Y..:t another question taken tip by the A.I.e.C. at its Bombay 
mecling must have given at least partial satisfaction to Gandhi. 
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Before di~persing it "extended its sympathy and support to the 
cultivators of Kaira, who wefe headed. in the Movement of Pas
sive Resistance by Mr. M.K. Gandhi:' This was a slep forward·-· 
or would have been if it had not come up against l~PPOSj

tion from V,S. Srinivasa Sa~ari to whom by now anything savour
ing of active opposition to Government had become an an'.l
thema. The resolution had not specified what kind of support 
the Congress was offering to the movement of resistance on the 
part of Kair.l peasantry which Gandhi was leading and in which 
several prominent Congress leadr:rs, though not the Congress 
itself. were iU\'olved -among them VaHabhbhai Patel who was 
virtually second in command to Gandhi. Sriniva.sa Sawi wa~ 
not having it. though he objc¢ted to ir on the technical ground 
"that seven days' notice of thc resolution had not been given," 
Gandhi offered to withdraw it. But other m-:mbers did not waOl 
it withdrawn, However, Sastri persisted in objecting to i1. Ac
cording to a footnote in Vol. XLV of Gandhi's Collected Works 
-a veritable gold mine of material essentia! to an un&,:ntanding 
of the Mahatma and thc whole epoch which he straddled and in
Ouenced-it seems that the resolution "was dropped,"' With 
characteristic largeness of heart, Gandhi was nol upset by Sastri\; 
pedantic obstructionism. Rather the reverse. [n a t\vo-line letter 
to him on the same day, he wrote: "Your 'No' had a real value 
to me, The 'Ayes' had no value at alL" 

He was obviously being more than fair to Sastri. In the na
ture of things, that meant being less than fair to those who were 
\\oith him on the issue of the Kaira Satyagraha--a paralkl, il 
migllt be said, in the context of the Indian struggle. of the pre
ference given to Mary over Martha. But, of courSe. what could 
be accepted from a man like Gandhi, could not be accepted 
when le~ser Congress leaders began incrC'dsingly 10 ffi'lke a habit 
of it. For it amounted to putting a premium on disloyalty to 
the causc··-"or at least creating the impression that loyalty to the 
movement had a very loW rating among the virtues which the 
Congressmen and Congresswomen were supposed to cultivate. 
And this could not but lead to a degree of ocmoraliztllio::1 ;Jmong 
the Cmgress faithful "as it continues to this d:l.Y, 

Curi()tl~ly, olle of the imporumt things on which the A,I.C,C. 
Illt'eting at Bombay wa::. expected to come to a decision. could 
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not be settled. This was the question of the date and venU'! of 
the :;pecial ~ession of the Congr~'Ss which it had decided to 
call at its m'X'ting in Ddhi at the end of February. With thal 
lack of a sense of urgency which had long been a buill~in organ~ 
isational reflex of the Congress, even the circular that a sp~dal 
session was going to be held was not sent out till three weeks 
after the Bombay meeting, and the question of venue which wa,> 
tentatively mooted at Delhi as either Lucknow or Allahabad, 
was not taken up with the Congress leaders in U.P. tHl the begin
ning of June. As for the date that, inevitably, depended on the 
publication of the Montagu-Chclms[\.lrd Reforms and the A. LC.e. 
was still in the dark as to when that would be. The Congress 
leaders knew that Montagu had left the country and th.11 thi: 
Report on the Reform'> had been completed in Simla before he 
left. But nothing was known as to when they would be llnveiled 
in India and in England. As a result the aflenli.fme was pro~ 
longed beyond the Bombay meeting. 

Hope deferred is said to make the heart grow sick. At least 
waiting is rarely good for the nerves~and that goes for political 
nerves, too. During the dry hot months of May and June. 
while India waited for the Reforms which Montagu. Chelms· 
ford and their colleagues and advisers had fashioned to be re
vealed. political tempers were getting a little frayed. The Mode
rates and the Radicals in the Congress and the two Home Rule 
Leagues seemed to be increasingly at cros~-purposes and found 
cohabitation irksome. A more than incipient process of polaris
ation was clearly discernible. While the Moderates appeared 
to be willing to lower their sights and even buy the proverbial 
pig in a poke. the Radicals were digging their toes in and saying 
that the minimum acceptable to them~and India~would be 
the Congress-League sclJeme. with a statutory commitlnt'nt to 
early and rapid advance to plenary Responsible and Self·Gov~rn
ment. 

It was symptomatic of this polarisation that while the Mode
rates as well as the Government looked upon Annie Besant as 
an exlremist~or what in our own day would be comideretl as 
far to tile Left~quite a few of her own Radicals thought that 
she was slitling towards the Moderate camp, or the Right. This 
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became evidenl at the MadIas Provincial Conference held at Con
jeevaram Sooon after the Bombay A.LC.C. mccting on May 9-11, 
when she had considerable difficulty in getting the Conference 
to endorse her resolution on recruiting. She was surprised that 
S. Satyamurti moved an amendment to it deleting the whole 
clause on recruiting. He argued that for more than three years 
India had been furnishing men and treasure for defence of the 
Empire and all that it got in retum was 2,000 internments in 
Bengal alone and cancellation of Tilak's passport. She was even 
more surprised at the voting. The amcndment was carried by 
140 votes to 118. despite her threat that if the amendment was 
voted she would call meetings in all parts of the Presidency and 
see that the resolution was passed in its original form, There 
followed a wrangle lasting two nOllrs and a second vote which 
was still 123 for the amendment and 111 against. However, it was 
discovered that one person had voted who was not addegate 
and "another name was illegible", And so the amendment was 
declared lost because of the President's casting vote-that is, 
her own. 

Gandhi found himself also in the same predicament. The 
Moderates were mote than a little worried over his tangential 
initiatives, like le'lding the iitruggle of Kaira peasantry as Srini· 
\',lSa Sastri's blocking of a fairly moderate and innocent resolll
tion 011 the subject at the A.I.e. C. meeting in Bombay had amply 
shown. BlIt, on the other hand, his Ilumifest zeal in offering his 
servic.Js to the Government as it, "recruiting agent-in~chicf"
a term which he himself used in a letter to the Viceroy's Private 
Secretary on April 30~gr!lted on the n<ltionalist !l.ensibilitits of 
the Radicals in the Congress and the Home Rule League and 
only increased the sense of distance between him and Tilak
and Annie Besant. They felt that he was going too far too fast in 
his enthusiasm for the war effort: that it was politically unsound 
tactics; and that it would only Serve to confirm the British 
Government in its habit of taking india for granted, 

This feeling of political distance was only accentuated by 
another incident early in June when Lord Willingdon, Governor 
of Bombay, whom Montagu had considered more liberal in hi)' 
attiwde to Indians and lrldia, administered a public snub to Tilak 
and his life-long associate and friend N.c' Kelkar. This was 
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at the provincial "War Conference" which Willingdon had called 
in Bombay on June \0 and to which. after initial reluctance, he 
had invited Tilak and Kelkar, partly to please Gandhi who had 
pleaded with him that his own "usefulness will be curtailed" 
if men like Tilak were not invited. BUl the whole affair ended in 
a di~aHer. Wil!ingdon, whose liberalism was only skin-deep if 
that, cJlOse to make a very truculent inaugural ~pccch in which 
he virtually c.llarged the Home Rule League leaders of creating 
"embarrassment and dilliculties" for the Government. When 
Tilak was called 011 to speak, he began, of cour5e, by expressing, 
his own and all Home Rulers' "deop loyalty to the King Em~ 
perm" and then went on to say that the resolution which they 
were heing asked to endorse was somewhat flawed and that rules 
of procedure did not allow any amendment to be moved. All 
the same, he added. they were prepared to co·opcrate with the 
Government, but co-operalioo to be effective needed certain con· 
ditions, TJlis was too much for Willingdon and he interrupted 
by calling Tilak to order, not once but twice. Tilak and his 
friends tJten walked out of the Conference. 

Even Gandhi protested against this act of rudeness on Willing
don's part and wrote to WiUingdon the next day that it "was 
a serious blunder." "Will you not," he added. "publidy express 
your regret for the blunder or send for both of them, expressing 
your regret to them, and invite their co·operation and discuss 
their viewpoint'?" Wil1ingdon through one of his understudies, 
James Crerar, conveyed it to Gandhi on the same day that while 
he was "always ready to recognize legitimate difference of opin
ion on public matters", he could not "conceive of two opinions 
on the propriety of admitting a contentious political discussion 
on a resolution expressing loyalty to His Majesty the King~ 
Emperor", nor could he eruertain the nolion of "any loyal citizen 
of the Empire" attaching "conditions to his offers of service." 
And he reminded Gandhi. though in a rather flattering way, 
that his own "otTer of his service~ to the Viceroy", to which he 
attaches the highest value. was made unconditionally .... " 

All lhis was essentially a restatement <lnd justification of the 
stand he Jlad taken at the Conference an.d he treated Gandhi·s 
suggestion that he should express this regret publicly (or privately) 
to Tilak as if it Jlud ncver been made by completely ignoring it. 
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Gandhi wrote back to Crerar that he would like to meet Willing
<ion again on returning from Poona and that. in the meanwhile. 
he should "assure His Excellency that my letter was not intended 
to suggest e ..... en a possibility of any change or views or alteration 
in my otTer .... " 

Wl1cther or not Gandhi met WHiingdon on his return to 
Bombay from Poona is not known. But Gandhi. too, stuck to 
his. rather incongruous position. On June 16 he presided over l.l 

large protest meeting in Bombay to express their strong feelings 
against "the Governor of Bombay's provocati\'c statements" 
at the Conference. III his speech, while paying Willingdon high 
eompliment by describing him as "probably ... the most popular" 
Governor and a mall of "liberal views" regarding the aspira
tion'S of (he rndian people, he still maintained that he had "com
mitted a grave blunder and did a disservice-to the cause which he 
hadcometoespouse." "That loyalty must, indeed, be skin..cteep," 
he a.rgued, "Wll jch requires a wall ofprotectiou against criticism." 
The meeting passed two resolutions. The first registered its pro~ 
test against "the public insult levelled by His Excellency the 
Governor of Bombay against (he members of Home Rule Lea~ 
gues"; and the second criticised Ule measures being adopted 
by the Government to mobilize manpower and resources of 
India and said that they were wrong and likely to be counter~ 
productive. The text of t.he two resolution.<;, under Gandhi's 
own signature, was cabled to the British Prime Minister and the 
Secretary of State for India in London. 

The protracted and, for political India. a nerve~rackillg 
tryst at last ended. It ended not in June as Dr. Patlabhi Sita~ 

. ramayya rather vaguely has it in his history, or as S. Vijaya
lakshmi implies in Chapter Vii of A Centenary /fi.\'for), of fhe 
I1/dian N(1timzaf Congress: Vol. I, edited by B.N. Pande, on 
July 12, but precisely on the afternoon of July 4, 1918, as.. the 
Hansard records. On that day which was a Thursday the MOIl
t:tgu-Cllcimsford scheme of constitutional reforms was laid on 
the table of the House of Commons and published simultaneously 
in indLl and the United Kingdom the next day. Was the choice 
of the dny offormn! unveiling of the bride meanl to convey some 
symbolic hish1rical coincidtnce or was it 1l1·:rc!y tliclated by the 
normal routine and convenicm .. -e of the business in Parliament? 
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Probably, the latter. At any rate nobody at the time or ~ince, 
either in India or Brilain, noticed that almost II year earlier 
Montagu as a backbencher had thrown out a bold challenge 
10 the Government of which be wa~ next day to become a member 
that it should not only state the goal of its Indian policy in clear 
terms, but do something definite and tangible to ~how that it 
wus "in real earnest", if it did not wish to forfeit the rig.ht to 
preside over "the destinies of the Indian Empirc"~a challenge 
foreshadowing Harold Laski's famous speech as Chait man of 
the British Labour Party twemy-seven years later. But it is hard 
to believe that Montagu was unmindful of the coincidence. 

But there was anolher and historically mOTe significant coin
cidence which has somehow failed to be noticed and \vhich must 
have been fortuitous. July 4 was the American Independence 
Day and one cannot believe that Montagu. sympath.::tic as he may 
have been to Indian aspirations, intended to establish any sym
bolic parallel between the constitutional future for India that he 
envisaged and the severance of the British c.mncction which 
American independence involved, If anything, Montagu's basic 
aim was to preserve India within the imperial structure. He and 
his colleagues, and especially Montagu, had laboured hard. But 
if it would be unfair to say thallhey had only sllccecded in pro
ducing the proverbial mouse, it is by no means unfair that it was 
very far from being that "something big" or "cpocIHmkil1g" that 
he had dreamed of when he had landed in Bomba),. On. the con
trary, it looked vcry much like the thing he wanted above -all !l' 

avoid fathering ,~"a niggling. miserly, grudging, ~afeguard fid
dling with the existing order of things" which would be wntn.
mount to a fraud on the Indian people and which "[ndia will 
not accept." 

The packaging of the reforms, admittedly, was seductive. 
MOlltagu and Marris~"Malice (Marris)" as the younger of tIle 
Ali Brothers, Mohamed Ali, was neatly to describe him five yean; 
later in a letter to lawaharlal Nehru thus confirming the impres
sion which Montugu formed of the m'ln who helped him in 
drafting the document'~had managed to produce an elegant 
Report, although Dr. Sitaramayya was probably dam'ling it 
with high praise when he referred to it as a "ma~terpiece of 
literature," Morley was much nearer the mark in speaking 
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obliquely and "humorously"' of a certain "copiousness" which 
"makes everything more respectable to me" because of "u lite~ 
rary habit:' However, once the wrapping was taken oJf. there 
was very little in it which was calcull.tted to warm the c\}CkJes 
of any Nationalist heart in India except the extreme Moderate 
who was willing to pick up allY crumb, and be thankful for it. 

It is not particularly releva.nt to this undertaking to g\) into 
the details of the Montagu-Chelm~ford schcm~ at any length. 
Doubtless it would have a place in any ."'fuse? lmuginuire which 
the erstwhile Colonial Po\vers m':ly think of design-ing to house 
all the elaborate constitutional de,vices they rabricated to distract. 
if nol dam, the libemtion movements in their imperial preserves. 
It was not too long as such Reports went. Together with ap
pendices and other papers it ran to some 300 octavo pages. A 
rather lengthy introduction was followed by the main body 
of the Report which consisted of two parts. The first was the 
material upon which the proposals rested and the second out· 
lined the p['oposals themr;elves. 

The liberality of the proposals was most marked at the lowest 
rungs of the constitutional ladder. The local bodies were 
allowed the maximum autonomy, possibly because they had very 
little power and even less funds at their disposal with which to 
do anything. At the level of provincial administration, an at~ 
tempt was made to experiment with the principle of respnnsi~ 
bility by setting up the so-called system of "dyarchy"~a kind of 
concubinage between democracy and bureaucratic despotism 
by dividing the functions of provincial g'(wernrmnts into two 
branches. namely, "Transferred Subjects" which would be presid • 

. cd over by "Ministers" and the "Reserved Subjects" under the 
control of the officials. Even the Minister or Ministers were to 
be chosen not by their respective legislative parties or the dec~ 
led membership as a whole. but by the Governor armed with 
vast discretionary and vetoing power and, therefore. ultimately 
accountable to him rather than the elected members of the Legis~ 
lative COU11cii. The demarcation of the "Reserved" and "Trans~ 
ferred" Subjects was left to be decided later by a conunittee to 
be appointed by the British Government, though there was 
enough in the Montagu-Chelmsford Report to indicate that the 
Reserved Subjects under th:.' charge of official Members of the 
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GOV1.'f11(lr·s Exccutiw COllnd! would include all the vital depart
mcl11~ ~)f gOVt'mlillce. like Law and Order. Civil Justicc. Land 
RCh'tlUl'. and Industrial matters. while the Millister~ would be 
r.ntrtlStcd with relatively i>ccOltdary. if not peripheral. affairs of 
the prQvincial adminbtration. Another cummiU<::e was proposed 
to d(.tcrmine the scope ~nd extent of the franchise to be granted. 

The niggan.1lines, of spirit in whi..:!1 the ReJorms had been 
conceived was even more manif\:!sl in the pr,)posals for the Central 
G(lVemmenl. Indeed. they were at onldal p<)ints so rcgressive in 
char;tcrt'r that they seemed a cla%ic example of taking one step 
forward as a cover fOf !<lking lW0 steps back. Thus the olu lm
perial ,)r Supreme Legislative Council wa~ done away with to I::e 
replac(d by a bic::unrmll sy!'.tem -·a Legislative Assembly and a 
Council of State. The j~mllcr was to have about a hundred 
members. \wo-thirds of them being elected. But the elected 
mujorilY W<lS to be devoid of any substa.ntive puwer of legislation 
in any vital field. That was h) be exercised by the CoHncil of 
Slate of about fifty members, a large majority of them being either 
oH'tciab or nominees ()f {he Government. It was also to be "the 
revising authority upon all Indian IegisJuli0n," BUl even the 
C()ulwil of State was to be subject to the power of c~rtification 
and veto vested in the Governor-General, presumably to safe
guard against the p(lssibility of the nominated members turning 
like the proverbial worm and deciding not to do their ml.ster's 
bidding. 

However, once again. and no doubt fearing that even their 
Moderate rriends migilt consider the pmposals for reforms as 
too trivial and small change fOL them to accept \\"ilh any dignity, 
the Montagu-Chelmsford Report tried to keep alive the smalt 
flame of hope in Iheir--and other Indjan~breasts of better things 
to come if they conducted themselves with due and proper doci
lity. It envisaged the appointment of a Commiss,jon or Enquiry 
in "ten years after the fir~t ml.'cting of the new legislative bodies 
to review the constitutional position both as regards the Govern
ment of India and the Provinces." More: it stipulated a whole 
~erics of similar review commissions to be set up ··at inlervals. 
of n0f morc th ... n twelve years."··""and ~o on and Oil, ifl10t exactly 
10 etcrnit}, at least to what must have looked like the Greek 
calends to more impatie:lt spirits. 
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Public reaction to the Montagu-Chelm~f(lrd Report in both 
Britain and India could not have come as a surprise to its autho~s. 
They pmbably not only expected it. but might well have intended 
it. In Britain Tory diehafds both in Parliament :lnd outside. saw 
in their ~cheme of reforms the blueprint for the scuttling of the 
Empire in Inuin. though curiously wh~n it cJ.nte up in the HOll.se 
of Lords carly in August, Lord Sydenham. the presiding spirit 
of the Indo-British A%ociation of that day, was singularly muted 
in hi!' criticism and even "warmly wdc{}Ined" scm':: plrls of it
mw.:h to the cmbarra%ment of some Liberal fI~ers. However. the 
Tory Press was lierc~ in its atl:lck on the schem'~ and Montagu 
whom it regarded as its true- architect. The Morning Post accused 
him of undt·rmining British Rule in lndia. The SpeCfalOr went 
even further in its vcnom. It saw in Montagu "a p;)pularity~ 
hunting politician in a mix.ed condition of pity and terror" and. 
in an epigrammatic exaggeration, stigm~ti;lCd his propLlsals as 
"BQlshevism by order in CounciL" It warned: "Wi: are pm?o~~ 
ing to inoculate every creed and race in InJia with lhe viru'> of 
unrest, quite unfurgetfu! that it is physically impossible for us 
to find means to allay the sufferings. nr cure the fever and deli~ 
rium, which muy arise from the undertaking ... " 

Partly because of a favourable predisposition towards Mon~ 
tagu, partly also because it knew that any constitutional move
ment towards democracy' in India W,lS likely to com! u, against 
bitter Tory hostility, Liberal opinion in Britain W,lS more tha.n 
willing to judge the Montag:u~Che1smford Reform,> charitably 
and generoll.sly far beyond their m::rits. Leeds Mercuf): d~
cribed them as a "most impl)rtant contribution to Imp",riaJ rcc()n~ 
'struction", and India wa .. so carried away by its enthll.siasm for 
them that for the first time it seem-::d to get out of tune with the 
main body of Congres~ opinion in India which it was exp.;;-cted to 
represent i,l Britain and had represented for more than a quarter 
of a century with admirable and consistent loyallY and 
1}<Jrcepliveness. 

However, unfortunately for those in Britain who had come 
out chivalrously in s.upport of the Montagu-Chelmsford scheme. 
the attitude of Ihe Tory-dominated coalition Govcmment to~ 
wards it was lukewarm and non·committaL Pressed in the Com~ 
mons both by the supporters and opponents Mthe Report. Bonar 
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law had refused to say whether His MlijesLy"s Government 
Jlad accepted or rejected ils proposnls. It seemed willing to wait 
and see which way the wind of opinion in tIle country was blow
ing: before dt"daring its own Jmnd. Also, perhaps. the original 
sense of urgency was no longer operative. Partly, at any rate, 
the whole exercise of the declaration of August 20, 1917, and the 
s.ubsequent Montagu mission to India, had been undertaken 
to keep India "quiet" at a critical stage in the War. A year later 
(he War was still not won, but its issue was. much less in doubt 
than it had been when Montagu had go lIe oul to India. That 
possibly explained why the Government was taking so ldsurely 
a course that it was at first unwilling to find time for the discus· 
sian of J.:he Report in Parliament before adjournment for summer 
recess. It needed considerable backbench pr.::ssure for it to 
agree to a debate on August 6, 1918-and lhut. too, tangentially 
on a motion moved by Montagu that "the House go into Commit
tee on the East h'ldia Rever'.Ue Accounts:' 

Nor cap. it be fairly claimed that Montagu en.hanced his 
reputation as a parliamentary performer. much less as a states· 
man, by his contribution to the debate. He seemed to be on the 
defensive. Tn tllC Report Itself. he had tended rather to magnify 
the far·reaching character of its recommendations for constitu
tional advance towards representative and respons-ible govern
ment in rndia, no doubt purposely to impress II~dian opinion. 
The Report. indeed, ron down the claims made on behalf' of 
the Morley-Minto expeliment in 'Refonm" so that Montagu's 
own brain-child could slline by compal ison. Jt {;vcn suggested 
that it had little genealogical link with Ihe earlier ~cheme-a 
claim which no less a person than Viscount Morley of Black
burn was to chaUengc with some suhtlelY pubJidy at a cert'mony 
of presentation of his bust to the National Liberal Club by tis 
Indian friends at the end of July. Replying to Bhownaggrel! who 
had made the presentation, Morley in Montagu's prescr.ce-the 
latter made a rather brief and sheepish speech on the occasion
said that he "could 1'.01 be mistaken in tracing the Iir.~am':nfs of 
the parental physiognomy of 1909 in the proger.y of 1918." 
Having thus established the heredity of Montagu's packet of 
Reforms. he went on to cast sotr..e doubt on their being a giant 
stride towards a parliamentary s)slem in India. He ltv.d b.::en 
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reproached, 11e said, "for stating that he could not take part in 
a reform of India that might lead to an Indian Parliament. He 
would like to know what was meant by a Parliament. He did not 
know wllcther the outcome of the proposals now before the 
eountry would amount to Parliament, and what sort of Parlia~ 
ment it would he." 

Montagu's. gloss on his own proposals in the House of Com~ 
mons te!lded to con!lrm that they were by no mcalb as radical, 
much leis revolutionary, as some passages in the Report implied, 
He even trotted up I:lll the old Blimpish argumenls why any move
ment towards democracy jJad to he carefully controlled and 
gradual and paraphn\sed much of the speed1 he had made a few 
days earlier when he had been adopted as Liberal candidate 
for the new division of Cambridgeshire in which he had said 
that "India is not yet ilt the true sense of the term 'a nation' '. 
because of "differences of caste, religion and race, .. ", though 
he was gracious enough to add that tJ1C British "wanted to see 
it a nation" and put "the feet of India on the road to nation
hood and self-government." Tiljs line of talk was probably 
partly tactical and intended to reassure his Tory critics. But it 
could not have failed to dampen the spirits of the supporters of 
tile Montagu-Chelmsford scheme in Britain-and India. 

fhe reaClion to dIe Report in India, predictably, varied from 
group to group. Predictably, loa, its overall effect, as intended. 
was (0 deepen and widcn the diyisions among the various political 
bodies and interests, not least in the Congress and the Home 
Rule leagues. The Moderates had been a party to the Lucknow 
concordat and thc Congress~league scheme which was born of 
it, They had participated in formulating the proposals which it 
embodied. Qlte would have expected that they would remain lrue 
to their cOllllllitmc!\t 10 it and resist the temptation to settle for 
something which fell far short ofi!. But many of them, induding 
Srinivasa Sastri. Dinshaw Wad13, Surendranath Banerjea (the 
last two of them already in their seventies) seemed in a hurry to 
declare their acceptance of Monlagu's constitutional bauble. 

Tilak, on the other hand, was clearly not impressed by 
what was on otTer, The Report and its recommendations conlirm
cd him in his scepticism of British post~war intentions regard
ing i11dia. Reuter quoted him as silying that the Montagu-
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Chelmsford scheme "is entirely unacceptable and will not satisfy 
anybody. It is only a miserable, cheese~paring me-dsure proposed 
in the interest of the bureaucracy whose vested interest would 
always remain adverse to our aspirations." Curiously, however, 
he wanted India's case to be taken to "England and to appeal 
to the British Democracy." Annie BeS311t was no Jess scathing 
about the proposals for reforms. She said they were unworthy 
of Britain to offer and unworthy of India to accept. 

In taking this view they were much more in tune with the 
views of the bulk of the rank and file supporters orlhe Congress 
and the Home Rule Leagues than were the moderate leaders. 
the Bengal Provincial Coruerence. for instance. meeting in mid
July, endorsed the condemnation of the scheme by younger 
leaders llke CR. Das and B. Chakravarti in spite ~)fthe influence 
which Surendranath Banerjea still wielded. TIle Madras Provin
cial Conference meeting early in August was no less decisive in 
dismissing the reforms as unsatisfactory and unacceptable. Annie 
Besant addressing the Conference warned that they would lead to 
"a perpetual slavery which can only be broken by revolution:' 
The tide of popular opinion was running strongly contrary to the 
wishes of the Moderates. 

It was in this atmosphere of internal dissension and c\,'en 
political confusion that the special session of the Indian National 
Congress was to meet for four days from August 29 to September 
I, 1918. Not. however, at Allahabad or Lucknowas had ~een 
mooted at the A.LC.C. meeting at the end of February, but at 
Bombay for the fifth timesinee itslbunda!ion. Themoderale leacers 
had been a party to the decision to hold it. Tndecd, Difl.shaw 
Wacha, already seventy·four, had agreed 10 head the Reception 
Committee. But ycry Jate in the day he was persuaded to change 
his mind and withdraw, and announce that l1C would nut attend 
the special session. Not content with abstl!ntion. he and his 
moderate colleagues decided to hold a COflJerell.CC of the Mode
rates after the special Congress session. 

What was the position of Gandhi in a1l this? Both the Mode
rates. and the ··Radicals." were anxious to enlist his support even 
though llC had scarcely taken any active palt in hammering out 
either the Congress-Muslim League proposals or in tJ1C con
sultations with Montagu and Chelmsford that had preceded {he 
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fashioning of their design for the constitutional fulure of India. 
Instead, he had co!\tinued to be pTeoccupied otherwise: on the 
one hand, with his recruiting campaign which had not been con
spicuously effective a!\d, on the other. with organising popular 
resiSla!\ce to specific wmngs, as in Champaran in Bihar and 
Kaira in Gujarat, where he coutd claim some success, The stand 
he took on the Reforms embodied in the Monlagu.Che1msford 
Report was once again rather eccentric and one which was not 
calculated to endear him to the Radicals nor likely to please the 
Moderates:. 

Within a few days nf lilC public:itiO!\ i)f the Repi)rt. Si'jni\'J.~a 
Sastri, who was him~elf in sl)n'l':!thing: of a dilemm'.l, h'ld invited 
his opinion for publication in The SeTl'anr of /tulia. Gal1dhi did 
so in a long letter wriUen on July 18 from Nadiai, "As you know:' 
he wrote, .. , did not feel called upon to take an active 
part in the framirlg of the Cong,·ess-L'.:aguc scheme. ' .. ( dt) not 
preten.d Ihat even now [ have studied the rd .. mn prnpo~l\ls as a 
keen politician would." Despite his "very great hesitation" in 
expressing his opinion on it. he though! it to be "an arli~tic pro· 
duction" and "superior to rhe Congrcss·League scheme" lind 
paid high compliment to the honesty of Monragu and Che-lin:;. 
ford. He. therefore, diu not want any ·'hJ.sty rcjectio;l of their 
effort", but rather "u sympathetic handling". At the sam'! time, 
he was sure it would need "to be c,lU~idcrably improved before 
it is accepted." "Our standard of mea~tlrement," h'! said, "fl1'J.st 
be the Congress-League schern'!., .. lthink that we shnuld with 
all the vehemence and ~kHllhat we can comm:tnd press rM the in
corporation lnll) it l,f the c:,sentials {)f {jUT own," And in coadll~ 
sion he harped back 10 hb view that th¢. best way of enfor.:ing 
Indian opinion was 10 "crowd the· haHlellelds of Fmnc~ wilh an 
indomitable army of Home Rulers fighting fOT victory for the 
cause of the Allies." "The gateway 10 our freedom," he wrote, 
paraphrasing Montagl1 and Chelmsrord, "is sitmtted on the French 
:.oil." 

That refrain ran Ihrlmgh his letter~ to others, whether Mmic
rates or "Extremists" as the Ra.dic·otls were dubbed in th()s~ ,bys 
and to whom the Modemtcs m'lS! hw.: IO:Jked like c\lrcnlislS 
in their readiness to fall in lin'! wllh th~ British Govcrnrn:.:l1h' 
wishes, A fe.w days before the Bombay special session of the 
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Congress, in reply to a letter from Tilak who had expressed con
cern about Gandhi's health, he took the opportunity to tell 
Tilak that he did nOl "propose to attend the Congress or the 
Moderates' Conference either" because his views were "different 
ftorn those ()feither." After repeating his belief I hat the greatest 
service to Jndia which anyolle could render at the time was to 
"ell!i~t hundreds of tllOu~amls of recruits" atld that neither Annie 
Bes<tnt nor Tilak shared hi~ view and that "the Moderates also 
wil! not take up the work earnestly". he wrote: 

My aliter point is that we accept the substance of the 
Montagu"Chehnsford Scheme, explain dearly the impro
vements that we wish to be made ill it and fight till death to 
have these improvements accepted. That the Moderates will 
not accept this is clear enough. Even if Mrs. Besant and 
you accept it, you will certainly not fight in the way I wish 
to fight. Mrs. Besant has declared that she is not a sat
yagrahi. You recognise satyagraha as [only] a weapon of 
the weak. I do not wish to get caught in this false posi~ 

tion. And I do not wish to carryon an agitation in the Con
gress in opposition to you bolh. 

He was also opposed to the idea (If a patched up compromise 
between the tWI) opposing points of view: 

That tlte Moderates aud the Extremists should each abandon 
some m.inor positions and come together is a thing repug" 
nant to mI!. There are two wings in the country. 1 do 110t 

believe that it will d<,) any harm to make the positions of 
both clear to the Government and the people .... ft will do 
much good if both parties boldly proclaim their respective 
positions .... 

Five days earlier, on August 20. 1918, in a leiter to one of the 
leading Moderates, N.M. Sarnurth, he had explained why he 
mll~t jwtd himself "aloof from both the movements" bcc:l.use 
he held views which were unacceptable to both. Whilst he accep
ted the Montagu--.chelmsfMd ~chcnt~ in the m'lin. tn make it 
acceptable he should "insist upon certain modjficati(Jn.~" and tllis 
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in~i~tence "would go [to1 the length of wrecking the Scheme if the 
modifications were not accept(."1i after exhausting every means" 
at his disposal. "To get the modification.~ accepted." he said, 
"J should not therefore hesitate to use what has been commonly 
Gtllcd passive resismnce. The M(1derates wil! not accept tnis 
condition. I must therefore bide my time patiently and plough my 
OWJl solitary furrow." He did and was not among those who took 
part ill (he Bombay spc;.:ial session. 

The moderate leaders, like Dinshaw Wacha and Surendra~ 
nath Bnnerjca. who stayed away fr(1m the session were men of 
influence and mature judgement. However. some "f them were 
aho like lhe :l.geing primn donnas and they had misjudged the 
mood of political India. Their absence from the Congress at 
Bombay did n01 materially affect its success. According to 
olficial figures, 4,968 delegates attended the session--or one more 
than the Thirty~secolld session at Calcutta-though, ad.mittedly 
this IOlal included Members of the Reception Committee who 
numbered 1,073. There was, it seems, one delegate from Stluth 
Africa. One special feature of the special session, we learn. was 
tIle attendance of over fifty delegates from the Depressed Classes, 
presumably those whom Gandhi wa~ later to name Harijan.s .. 
As always, the numher of visitors equalled if not exceeded the 
number of delegates. But the great Pandal set up on the Marine 
Lines Maidan was spacious enough \\"~. accommodate more than 
10,000 people, 1,5()0 on the presidential dais itself. 

After Dinslmw Wacha's withdrawal. the choice for chair~ 

mans hip of the RC\:eption Committee had falJen on a dever and 
even brillilln.t barrister. Vithalbhai Jhaverbhai Patel. a relative 
neW~(1]ner to the C()ngfes~. who was to distinguish him~elr in 

·the next decade and a half, by becoming the first elected President 
(Speaker) of the Legislative Assembly set up under the Montagu~ 
Chehmford scheme and then passing fmm the Chair to prison ~ 
or. a~ he willily put it. g,;:uing: his "peerage and pemion." [n his 
speech of welcome at the Bombay ~pccial session, h.) displayed 
~omething or the wit and subtlety which wa" to enable him later 
1<) fil! thl! ol1ice to which he wa'\. elected with a dignity and autho
ri!y that have rarely been equalled and lnrdly surp.l~sed by the 
Sp.:aker of any sovereign and demol.::ratic Parliament anywhere 
in living me111(}ry. It b well ttl rcc\l!"d Ihis bcc:lUse his services 
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to till! Congress and India have tended lo be rather overshadow
ed by the achievements of his younger brother, (he great Sardar 
Vallabhbhai Patel. 

The main issue before the Bombay session was, of course. 
the question ()f the Refomts offered in the Montagu-Chclmsford 
Report and what attitude the Congress should adopt towards 
them. After likening the Indian National Congress to ";t splend
did JJodhi tree whose roots have reached down to the hearts of 
the nation, whose branches arc the resting pbcc of all patriotic 
thought", he made two obvious points which nny weU have 
occurred t() others before him but which had not been m'ldc by 
any leading Cong,essman from a Cong,"css platfoml and which 
refkcted an awareness of the power that the Congress \deld~
or could wield. Hitherto, he said. the function of the Congress 
for so many years had been "that of knocking at the g(lte, iterat
ing and reiterating the demand to be admit-ted into the hall of the 
nations and to be given a seat by their side. To use a familiar 
legal figure the Cong<"css has so far and ror so miny years been 
in the posiiion of the plaintiff and the Government has sat ill 

the chair of the Judge holding the right of decreeing or dismis
sing the claim." Today, however, he added. "for the first time, 
the position has been reversed. It is the Congress, it is you. the 
representatives of the peoplc, who sit in the chair of the Judge to 
adjudicate on the merits of the ca~e as stated in the Report on 
Indian Constitutional Reforms ...... 

This was, in essence, true if a litHe overstated. The second 
point he made connected with it. He argued that the packet of 
reforms had not been offered voluntarily and. as it were, out of 
the goodness of the heart of British Government. "rt may be 
unhesitatingly asserted," he observed, "that this scheme of re
forms such as it is, is the outcome, to a large extent. of our own 
endeavours. The steadily growing pressure cxcrt€.'d by the Con~ 
gress, the widespread and pcr!;istent agitation by ot.her bodies 
that have grown out of the Congress. the strength and weight of 
public opinion and the constructive character of COlhtitutional 
agitation have made it impossible for the legitimate demands of 
the country to be denied any longer with prudence ...... That 
was why, despite the War. Montagu mission had been sent to 
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India. He went on to add: 

J do not say this in any spirit of exultation, for indeed 
the time for exultation is not yet but merely to point out 
that if we are true to ourselves now and in the future as 
we were in the past, and realise the gravity and importance 
of the issue that depends on our effort!'. we shall proceed 
in the right spirit and do our duty by our country and our 
people. 

Referring to [hose who had decided to abstain from the 
special session of the Congress. he did not want "to utter one 
word of bitterness", though be regretted their decision. The 
more so because he could fird no justification for their assump
tion "that this special session of the lndian National Congress 
has been convened merely to reject the Monlagu~Cheln1sford 

scheme of reforms, that you have travelled long dist311CeS and 
have assembJed here at considerable sacrifice for tIle f·ole purpose 
of denouncing the scheme by book, bell and candle ... :' On the 
contrary, be said. "wJlstever individual views may have been 
expressed on the propo$.ld reform:.. they are certainly not bind
ing on the Congress. nor is there any valid reason faT anticipat
ing as inevitable any decision of the Congress." 

But, on tbe other band. hefCIt bound to say that nobody in the 
Congress,orforthat matter in thecountry,had acs-eptcd the Report 
"in its entirety." Even "the illustrious aut hors of the Report", be 
maintained, "themselves have nowhere claimed that their scheme 
should be aocepted as final." And since there was "no question 
of the wholesale acceptance or rejection of the report there would 
have been no difficulty in finding out a modus I'j"l'ndi if the few 
absentee Congressmen had agreed to a preliminary conference 
for an exchange of views ... instead of inconsistently running away 
from the Congress and seeking safety in the undefined region 
kr.own as nowhere." There followed an exquisite and telling 
dig at the Moderates who had chosen abstention as their weapon 
and decided to pilch a separate lent. Recalling that as long ago 
us 1899, Pherozeshah Mehta had spoken of dissidents in tJle 
C01\gress haYing hobbled off to what he called "the Indian politi
cal cave of Adullam", he remarked: "1511311 not have the imper
tinence to suggest that the proposed Conference of a few Moder~ 
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ates.. >' will be another cave of Adullam. but I shall respe<:lfully 
vemure \0 ask whetller any Conference of Moderates or Immo
derates can scr\lc as a counterpoise to the Indian National Con
gress. and whether any assembly claiming [0 hold all the wisdom 
in Ihe country can be a fulcrum of the magnitude o[llle Congrc~s 
and exert the same leverag.e." 

All this was true as was his statcn:cnt that the ~pt:'cial session 
J1ad "not been splUng as a ::'Ulprise on the <.:Ountry:" On Ihe 
contHIIY, ugain. "all rarties ,",ere united as regards 1he special 
session of the Congn:;ss, lmd P.O one I,ad the remotest suspicion 
that tJ1C Rep<lJt itself would pro .. c a veritable Apple of DiSl::ord. 
Ap,d Ihis discord is an the more extraordinary since the apple is 
not a Golden Apple, and though some have nibbled at it gingerly 
and meticulously. 1 have. seen no attempt anywhere to swallow it 
entire, and everybody wants to excJlange IlI!S particular apple 
for another." He daimed, apd lightly. that "'he genesis of the 
Montagu~Chelmsford scheme of reforms is to be found in the Con ~ 
gress-League scheme" which embodied "the carefully weighed and 
considered opinion of the whole country. and has been accepted 
by the Illinking portion of the entire community," But "an exa
mination of the Report wi1l show the essential:; of the COl'.gress
League scheme have been rejected and only lhe non-essentials 
llave t:een accepted:' He briefly pinpointed the serious sJlOn
falb in the Montagu-ChclmsfOld proposals, briefly because he 
did not wish to encroach "on the inaugural address ofrhe Presi~ 
dent" and the deliberations of the delegates. He \\as sure, how
ever, that "passed through the alembic of public opinion the 
prorosed reform fcheme will have \0 shed scvclal ingredients jf 
it is to ronn a basis or mutual trust and co operation between the 
Government and the people." 

The Prcsideltl of the special ~,es5i(l11 was Syed Ha~an Imam. 
younger of the 1'\0 Imam brothers bOlh of "'hom were brilliant 
lawyers, and l:-ot11 of wI-.om "ere to distil'.gui~h thcm~eJves not 
only ,It the Bar, but in National as .... dl as progressive Muslim 
politics. Indeed. it "as Ha$3n Imam who at the Calcutta ses~ 
sion whid, celebrated the ending of the Partition of BCI'.gal. had 
extended the invitalion to the Congress 10 llOld its next annual 
session at Bankiporc in Bil,ar, though as it turm::d out he himself 
was unable to take any acti\c rart in the jJrst Congress C\'er held 
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in Bihar because in the interval he had been raised to the Bench 
at the relatively early age of forty. 

He could be relied upon to submit the Montagu~Chelms· 
ford scheme to tJle sharp scrminy of 11is incisive legal logic. But 
he was also a man well-versed in lhe humanities and, while 
steering dear both of outright rejection and uncritical accep
tance of the package on offer, he insisted that tlle criterion of 
judgement for them must be the Congress~League scheme. By 
Ihat touchstone, he said "the proposals have placed us under a 
great disappointment, for, tJlOUgh the essentials of our demand 
are acknowledged in theory. they have flot been conceded in 
substance. " As for the controversy between "Moderates" and 
"Extremists", fie said, "We know fI.O Extremists and we know no 
Moderates, names t]lat have been devised by 'om enemies' to 
divide us. We know only one caUfC and we 11ave only one pur
pose in view. Our demand is t.he demand of a Uniled India, and 
so long as our rig-J1IS are denied to us we shall continue tl".e 
struggle; 

Unchained in soul-though manacled in Iimb
Vnwarped by prejudice-unawed by wrong, 
FJ ien.ds to the weak and fearless of tlle strong:' 

At one poiIlt in his ~pecch, the Chairman of tile Reception 
Committee had used a rather arresting phmse whien, over the 
next quarter or a c~nlury or more. \V,lS to be rep.:ated tim'! and 
again in politic,ll debale and polemics. Jawa_harlal Nehru him~df 
was to usc it as the heading to one of his pieces that appeared 
in lhe collection of his miscellaneous writings and speeches on 
diver:;c Ihemes entitled UnifY of India though in quite a different 
and more valid context. "We have", sdid Vithalbhai Patel, 
"COnleto the parting of the ways, but I do not sec either in the 
near or the distant future any prospect of the two plths com~ 
mingling. and running out straight and wide to the goal we arc 
.striving 10 reach," 

He was exaggerating a. little. partly because he might haVe 
been disheartened by the failure of an attenq)t on the eve of the 
special Bombay session by the A.I.C.C. to hold a conference "or 
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persons who had expressed Vart(').lls divergent views on the Re
form proposals, so that a modu_l" "il'elldi might be arrived at." 
Partly. he wa~ jUSlyiclding ttl the reflexive impulse widely shared 
by politkiam evcrywhelc, but punieui;;!'riy in India. to m.lgnify 
their dilfercnces. At any ralC, Vithalbhai Patel was being some
what premature in thinking that the parting of the ways between 
the Radicals ,md Moderates was final and "never the twain shall 
nt':et", Some of those who had kept away from the special 'ies
sion were to return to the Cong,'css and only a very few were 10M 
to it for g\l~)d. 

More ~ignitlcant still was the curious paradox that although 
the Congress and the kindred Home Rule Leagues were like a 
house divided on lIm attitude to be adopted vis-a-VIs the Mon
tagu-Chelmsford scheme, these divisions had not materially affec
tcd the larger I\alionai consen~us embodied in the concordat 
sealed and signed at Lucknow of which the Congress-League 
scheme was an offspring. For although because of "technical 
difficulties" the suggestion to hold a joitlt session of the Con
gress and the Muslim League cou ld not be carried out. another 
modality was worked out to fe-affirm their compact. A~ the 
Official Congress Report put it, "It wasdecided that the Council of 
the All-India MU$lim League should cooperate with the Subjects 
Committee of the Congress in 'framing the Resolutions' and on 
30th August 1918, this was done and a frce exchange of views 
took place between the two bodies," Informal talks, of course. 
went on between the two bodies throughout the special session 
since some of the Muslim league leaders. like Jinnah, were also 
members or the decision.-making organs of the Congress and 
olhers attended the special session as distinguished and fraternal 
guests and were accommodated on the platform, 

In all there were eighteen resolutions on the agenda of the 
special session. But this multiplicity was morc than a little dece
ptive, For apart from the first two and the last two resolutions. 
the remainir.g fourteen seemed to rorm part of a portmanteau 
resolution dealing with the various aspects of the con<;titutional 
reforms in the offing and how and in what directioll the Congress 
wanted them modified or amplified so that a point of relative 
congruence could be reached between the Montagu.Che!msford 
scheme and the Congress-Muslim league proposals. Indeed, 
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even the first two resolutions were related to the main preoccupa
tion of (he Congress. Thus the first resolution on the order 
paper, while offering the customary "[oyal homage" to the Crown 
and expressing "great satisfaction" at the recent s.uccesses of the 
Allies on the battlefields, prayed for an eady and decisive victory 
which it saw as "the final vindication of the principles of Freedom, 
Justice and Self-determination"-obviously an oblique remin
der to "His Gracious Majesty the King-Emperor" of President 
Wilson's declaration as well as India's expectations. 

The second resolution was in the nature of an emphatic re
affirmation of the consensus reached by the Indian National 
Congress and the All-India Muslim League at Lucknow in 1916 
llnd repeated at Calcutta In 1917. It declared that "nothing 
less than Self-Government within the Empire can satisfy the 
Indian people and by enabling it to take its rightful place as a 
free and self-governing nation in the British Commonwealth, 
strengthen the connection between Great Britain and India." 
In the next resolution it took issue with the assumption in the 
Montagu-Chelmsford Report that the Indian people were not 
"iit" for Responsible Government. But even so it was. not pte
pared 10 reject the scheme out of a hand. On the contrary, in 
the sixth resolution~one of the longest on record~it not only 
spoke of its appreciation of "the earnest attempts on the part of 
the Rt. Hon. the Secretary of State and H.E. the Viceroy to 
illftugurate a system of Responsible Government" but recognised 
"that some of the proposals constimte an advance on the pre
sent conditions in some directions." At the same time, however, 
it found the proposals "disappointing and unsatisfactory" and 
hopefully and helpfully catalogued a whole series of changes 
which. it declared, were "absolutely necessary to (:onstitute a 
substantive step towards Responsible Government." 

They were by no means so radical as to involve a decisive 
transference of power to Indian hands or making the Indian 
Government responsible to a democratically elected and sovereign 
Legislative Assembly. In the light of subsequent evolution of 
C(mgress thinking it is hard not to be surprised at the mode
ration of what it was asking for. Even when it called for fndia 
to be given "(:omplete freedom in all fiscal matters" it qualified 
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this demand by saying that this should be consistent "with im
perial interests," Again. while it was not satisfied with and. in 
fact, recorded its "deep disappointment"' at (he rate of grant 
of commissions to ftldjans in the Indian Army, in Ihe twelfth 
resolution it wanted no more than an immediate grant of twenty
five per cent of the commissions to Indians, "to be gradually 
increased to 50 per cent within a period of fineen years." 

There were, however, two resolution'> which even in retros
pect appear to reflect significant advance ill the outlook of the 
C.ongress on the future of fndian polity. Resolution four headed 
"Declaration of fndiull Rights". wanted "that the Statute t,,) be 
passed by Parliameltt should include the Declaration of the Rights 
of the People offndia as British Citizens." It listed five rights to 

be included in the Declaration of Indian Rights: 

(a) That all Indian Subjects of His Majesty and all the sub~ 
jects naturalised or resident in India are equal before 
the law and there shall be no penal or administrative 
law in force in the Dominions. whether substantive or 
procedural of a discriminative nature: 

(b) That no Indian subject of His Majesty shall be liable 
to suffer in liberty, life. property, or of association. 
free speech or in respect of writing. except under sent~ 
ence by an ordinary Court of Justice. and as a result of 
lawful and open trial; 

(c) That every Indian subject shall be en.Titled to bear arms, 
subject to {11e purchase of a licence. as in Great Britain. 
and that the right shaH not be taken away save by a 
sentence of an ordinary Court of Justice: 

(d) That the Press shall be free. and that no licence or secu~ 
rily shall be demanded on the registration of a press or 
a newspaper; 

(e) That corporal punishment shall not be inflicted on any 
Indian subject of His Majesty, save under conditions 
applying equally to all other British subjects. 

This was a rather tall order. considering the fact that the 
British themselves had never-and to this day have not----en~ 
joyed the benefits of a Bill of Rights as part of their unwritten 
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constitution. Moreover. perhaps, the bureaucratic hierarchs, 
both in Delhi and Whitehall, most of them products of the 
British Public School system and as such not altogether strangers 
10 the taste of the birch which made men of them, regarded it 
Sf' gross impertinence on the parl of the Congre~s. to eal! for 
virtual aholitiol\ of corporal punishment in India. Bui the resolu~ 
tion passed at the special session at Bombay formulating the 
demand for a statutory Declaration of the Rights of Ule People 
of India as British Citizens was historically premonitory, though 
thirteen years were to pass before the Congress actually pledged 
itself to the inclusion of Fundamental Rights and Duties of 
Indian cilizens in any future constitution of Cndia to which it 
was a party. 

Resolution eight on the order paper also concerned human 
rigills, but of one of the most deprived sections of Indian huma
nity. Women's organisations were just beginning to be rormed 
in tile country and such as were already active were for (he most 
part departmental extensions of the Congress or the Home 
Rule Leagues. At its meeting early in May the A.LeC. had taken 
note of the letters which Mrs. Margaret Cousins and Mrs. Doro
thy Jinarajadasa had addressed to Annie Besant as President of 
the Congress staking the claim of Indian women to franchise 
under the Congress-League scheme. At the special session the 
Congress readily conceded this demand and "resolved that the 
women possessing the same qualitications as arc laid down for 
men in any part of the scheme shall not be disqualified on 
account of sex." This was a rare and bloodless victory for the 
champions of women'$ right to franchise and whatever other 

,vacillations of the Congress in the period ahead, it never wave~ 
red in its commitment to this principle and fully honoured it 
when the lime came for drawing up the constitution of inde
pendent India. And it would not be too much to claim that this 
in turn to some degree inlluenced the thinking of other liberation 
movements in Asia and Arrica in the post·Second World War 
period. 

The last resolution on the agenda of the special session was 
a fol1ow.up of the decision taken at Calcutta authorising the 
A.I.C.C. to scnd a deputation to England if necessary. At Bombay 
the delegates had no difficulty in persuading themselves tbat it 
was necessary and resolved to set up "a committee of selection for 
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the purpose of selecting the members of the Congress Deputa
tion 10 proceed to England to press the Congre~s views on the 
British Democracy." The Selection Committee consisted of dlC 

President of the special sc:>sion, Syed Hasan Imam, President 
of the Congress for the year, Annie Besant, and the three General 
Secretaries-G.M. Bhurgri, P. Kesava PilIai, and c.P. Rama
swami Aiyar. 

There was evidently no dearth of ardent patriots ready [0 

cross the ocean. unsolicited, to serve on the Deputation the 
Congress proposed to send to England, though some of them 
made their ofTer contingent on an undertaking by the Congress 
that it would provide adequate maintenance allowance for their 
families at home while they were pressing the views of the Con~ 
gress on the Britisll Democracy such as it was. However, these 
preliminaries turned out to be a little premature. Towards the 
end of September when Syed Hasan Imam (who, as it happened, 
had got involved in a minor litigation with a British member of 
the Covenanted Service in Bihar) waited on the Viceroy with 
C.P. Ramaswami Aiyar in connection with securing passports. 
for the Congress Deputation. Chelmsford was not very forth~ 
coming. According to the Official Congress Report for the year, 
he lold them t1lat until the Committees to be appointed to make 
recommendations on the question of franchise and the functional 
demarcation of "Reserved" and "Transferred" Subjects had made 
their reports, no passports were to be issued to Ole members of 
any political organisation. 

True, tlle Government had made an exception in Tilak's 
case. After the British Government's cancellation of his pass
port when lie was already on his way to England at Colombo 
earlier in the year, he had been informed in June tJult he could 
proceed to England. But this was made conditional on his re
fraining from undertaking any political activity. while in the 
United Kingdom and conllning himself strictly to tile prosecu
tion of his libel suit against Valentine Chiroi. 

By the time the normal annual session of the Congress was 
due to meet after Christmas for the first time in the new and his
toric capital of India-Delhi-the whole international context 
and with it, inevilably, the basic equation of forces which deter
mined the course of Indian politics. were to undergo a sea change. 
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When, at the end of August, the special session had met at Bombay, 
while the issue of the First World War was largely predictable 
given Ole new balance of military power. it still remained uncer
tain when it would actually end. But within a few weeks the so
caBed Triple Alliance seemed to be collapsing. Germany's 
Central European allies were surrendering one by one. Bulgaria 
and Austria were Iwrs d(' combat. By the end of October the 
central amlature, Kaiser's Reich, was itself falling apart. There 
had been a naval mutiny in Kiel: and Socialist uprisings in 
Munich and even Berlin. The end was demonstrably near. It 
came on November I J when at five in the morning (acC'ording 
to Lloyd George's statement in the Commons) in a clearing 
in tJle forest of Compiegne near the famous Chateau which had 
only lately provided a magnificent hostelrie for the H'l'hrmacllf 
commanders on the Western Front in a railway carriage the 
German plenipotentiaries signed the instrument of surrender. 
Six hours later, at II a.m. precisely, the armstk-e was an accom
plished fact. The slaughter was over and the 19th century maps 
of Europe became obsolescent. 

In Britain the political repercussions were swift. The Tory 
dominated coalition under Lloyd George did not wish to miss 
the electoral dividends of tlle military triumph. Parliament was 
prorogued on November 21 and dissolved on November 24. The 
general election was to be held on Saturday, December 14, 1918. 
The "khaki-election" campaign was on. the wartime coalilion 
asking for the renewal of its mandate to be able to carryon the 
good work and m'lke England a land fit for heroes to live in, 
unhampered by any opposition except the still small voice of 
'Labour and the Irish group, the Sinn Feiners among whom had 
in any case announced their intention not to tuke the oath of 
allegian.;e to the Crown and attend Parliament. 

India and the Montagu~Chelmsford Reforms were not an 
i$sue in the olection .;ampaign, as India, by now out of lune with 
the mainstream Congress views and virtually a mouthpiece of 
the Moderates noted in an editorial article. But (ndian politicians 
were aware that the British Government and its managing agency 
in India were no longer under the same kind of compulsions as 
they had been during the spring and summer of 1918. The Govern~ 
mentor India had been under heavy pressure from the authorities 
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at home who thought that India was not pulling its weight 
in the War, to intensify its recruiting drive and raise more money 
to pay for the War. But these preoccupations had changed over
night with the end of hosti!ities. Money was still needed and 
there was. to be no relief from the financial burden, but men were 
no longer required. Oil the contrary, the worry henceforth. both 
in Delhi and London, was how to dispense with the services of 
nearly a million-953,374, according to official figures-Indians 
who had enlisted or been forced to join the armed forces, to ferry 
those among them who WCfC overseas in the various theatres of 
War back to India, to put them into civvy clothes and send them 
home to live happily ever after. It was realised thal this \vould 
not be an easy opemtion and might raise serious probletm, eeo~ 
nomic and political, to say nothing of security, 

This rather than putting the Montagu·CI1e1msrord Reforms 
on the Statute Book was now the priority. The debate in the 
Commons during discussion of the Indian Budget early in August 
stood adjourned over the summer recess and nobody seemed to 
be in a hurry to resume it after lhe recess was over. But in the 
House of Lords "a debate took place on a motion by a number 
of Tory Peers asking for the Report outlining proposals for con~ 
stitutional reforms in India to be submitted to a Joint Select Com~ 
mittee o.f the two Houses before any legislative step was under~ 
taken. It was obviously a time-wasting, if not spoiling, device 
and CUrzon was believed to be in tacit agreemellt with the movers 
of the motion, The debate, as india was to remark, left "an un
pleasant flavour in the mouth", though it took SOUle comfort 
from the thought that "the Middletons, the Lansdownes and 
the Salisbury~. can no morc speak for democratic Britain than 
their confreres in Prussia can satisfy President Wilson that they 
speak for democratic Germany," It had been moved to this comA 
ment by some of the speeches from the Tory benches, especially 
Lansdowne's claim that the Dcdaration of August 20, 1917, 
"committed nobody". Even Curzon could not let this pass un~ 
challenged artd said that it committed "His Majesty's Govern
ment", Indeed, unlike Montagu who WdS by now wholly on 
the defensive and repeating all the catch~phrases why India could 
not yet be regarded "a nation", Curron spoke of the "Indian 
Nation" which had been stirred to the depths by the War .. 
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The motion was lost, bul only by a narrow margin, 25 votes 
to .:! I. which the Tory backwoodsmeu in the Lords could easily 
have made good if they had really tried. But probably they just 
intended to fire a warning shot across the Governmenfs bow 
to indicate that e .... en the niggardly reforms offered by the Mon· 
tagu-Chelmsford tandem would need to be further whittled down 
to be ,lCceptable to them and that llny legislation on constitu
tional advance in India would ha .... e a rough passage through 
"thc Morgue." These danger signals from the North Sea Island 
did not go unnoticed by politici.ans in India. They ought to have 
prompted them to close their ranks and in some measure that 
was the effect. Some of the Moderates who had kept away from 
the Bombay special session of the Congress, like Srinivasa Sastri, 
were willing to return to the Congress fold though it must re
main a moo! point whether rheir intentiOll WllS to stem the tide 
of radicalism from within. 

That tide, in any case, was on the ebb, The Times may weH 
ltave \\ ritten off the Congress as a "sectional" organisation which 
had been hijacked by the "extremists" and whose resolutions could 
not be "taken seriously." But then, it had a congenital anergy to 
the Congress which it could never outgrow. Another true~b!ue 
Tory organ, the Daily Telegraph, was more realistic in its com
ment on the Bombay session when it cditoria1iy remarked that 
the ·'.:jfervesccnce of Extremist Indian politics invariably 
fizzles out in the business-like atmosphere of Bombay, and the 
four-day special session of the Indian National Congress or
ganised by the Besant-cum-Tilak Party ... foIlowed the rule:' In 
India, Ihc Leader of Allahabad, whose editorials gushed with the 
distilled essence of"Mooerate" wisdom, thought the Moderates 
could well go along wilh the line takCl1 by the President of the 
Bombay session. Syed Hasan Imam. 

However, there wcre other moderate leaders~among them 
the most eminent and influential, like Dinshaw Wacha and Suren
tlranath Baneljea-who had not been happy since the previous 
Bombay session in 1915 when Tilak had made his fe-entry into 
the Congress. They seemed to see no point in retumll1g to the 
Congress whose policies they could better influencc from without 
rather than from within and who felt that the parling of the ways 
was best accepted. They wanted to have an organisation of their 
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own and thought that their Conference of the Moderates could 
be a vcry effective launching pad-as. indeed, it proved to be
of such a body (it came to be .known as the All-India Liberal 
Federation), So they went on with the preparations for their 
separate (;on\'ention as they had announced. 

These, unhappily, were marked by some bad luck which had 
little to do with politics. The War was slilJ raging when another 
scourge was visited on the humankind which was to claim as 
mafly if not even more victims-a virulent and deadly form of 
influenza which knew no frontiers. It broke Qut in an epidemic 
form in Bombay in October. This led to shifting of the date fixed 
for the gathering. Eventua!ly it was held in Bombay in the first 
week of November. The attendance was rather thin, about five 
hundred. India which seemed to have become identified wilh the 
cause of the Moderates took some comfort from the thought that 
in its earlier phase the Congress sessions had been somewhat 
thinly attended and even recalled that at Bankipore only a little over 
two hundred had taken part in the Twenty-seventh Congress. The 
parallel. howe\'er consoling, was not altogether apt. The Mode
rateS represented the past rather than the future, and even the 
liberal ideology which they proclaimed as their own. was to find 
in the Congress a more valid and dynamic vehicle for its effective 
dissemination than the National Liberal Federation which came to 
incarnate the concept of "Moderate" politics. 

Paradoxically, the keynote speech at the Moderates' Confe
rence sounded in parts more radical than the presidential address 
at {he Bombay special session of the Congress, Dinshaw Wacha 
who had withdrawn after having first accepted the chairmanship 
of the Reception Committee for the Congress session acted in 
that capacity for the Moderates' Conference. The presidency, pre
dictably. had gone to Surendranath Banerjea. who at seventy was 
still strong in rhetoric if not logical consistency, He was evidently 
anxious to prove that be was not a "yes man" of Montagu and 
Chclmsford and that the Moderates could not be taken for gran
tcd by the Government. He started by saying that he did not 
like the word "Moderate", adding rather quizzically. that he 
liked the things which the word connoted, like "prudence" and 
"moderation", He defined the difference between the Moderates 
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and the Radicals of the Congress by saying: "our guiding princi~ 
pic is to cooperate [with the GovemmentJ when we can and 
criticize when we must, not [as the Radicals didJ LO criticize when 
we can and cooperate ,~ben we must:' But he had "a word to 
say to the Govcmmenl of India", indeed"a Imming to sound"; 

The attitude of the British Government in regard to tbe 
reforms proposals is. so far as one can judge, unsatisfactory 
and even ominous .... Any postponement will mean public 
discontent, followed by agitation. the magnitUde of which 
it would be difficult to- exaggerate .... 

He said thai they "wanted peace and rest", "steady and pro· 

gressive development, accompanied by cooperation between the 
people and Government." But he could not help pointing to 
"a dark cloud of contention. controversy and agitation, the future 
of which none can divine." "'There will be," he feared, "agita
tion on the onc hand, intense, bitter, and widespread accom
panied by deep national diSC011tent. aU parties being in it. There 
will be repression on the other. leading to God knows where." 
He conjured up an even more disturbing scenario. "15 India," 
he asked rhetoricaily, "10 be converted by the unwisdom of our 
rulers into a greater Ireland? Are the days of the anti-Partition 
agitation to be renewed and aggravated a hundredfold by the 
intense political life of today., .. " 

Nobody at the special session of the Congress two months 
earlier had gone quite so far in voicing his grim forebodings 
about the consequences of the lack of a sense of urgency on the 
part of lhe British Government over the question of reforms. But 
Surendranath Banerjca was a ma.~ter of Fabian evasive tactics. 
I-laving hinted at the dangers ahead. he performed an about~ 
tum and dismissed the dismal thoughts with a verbal nourish, 
"But," he said, "( have no dmlbts. no misgivings. The true sense 
of the British Democracy will prevail. II canllo-t be that the civi~ 
hud world has spent its blood and treasure, and India has taken 
part in the supreme sacrifice of the nations, in order that lhis 
ancient country, the home of a great civHi7.ation. may continue 
to be a hewer of wood and drawer of wat('r, barred out of her 
heritage of univer~1 freedom." 
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His faith·M-and it was for real---in the true sense of British 
Democracy was touching_ ft was a faith \\ bieh others besides 
his band of ardent Moderates shared. The British Democracy, 
for all its virtues. however. was seldom able to live up to it. In 
the months and years ahead India wa~ to pay a heavy price for 
this great illusion of its political elite. 

The Conference of the Moderates was held before th.;- War had 
ended and before the Briti~h ParJiamem IVas dissolved and a gen
eral election called. At lea"t these uncertainties were no longer 
there when the Thiny-third Congress mel at Delhi on the day· 
after Christmas. But. of (.'ourse. there was the shadow of other 
impolH.lerabJes ser\'ing as the backdrop to. if not actually 1eng~ 
thening across, its deliberations. Those v,ere the days before 
opinion polls and instant computerised election results. Thl! polM 
ling had taken place on December 14. But the counting of the 
votes ha.d to wait a fortnight by ,\-hen the Congress had been -in 
session two fuj[ days. Probably the complete re~mlts did not beM 

come a.vailable in India til! it was morc than half way through 
its bu~iness. These, however. could not have come as much of a 
surprise to Congress leaders even if they might not have guessed 
the scope and extent orlhe landslide victory for the coalition can~ 
didates. It was to win 484 seats in a House of 707. Asquith's sec~ 
tion of the Libcrab were to be reduced to a rump wilh thifty~ 
six seats alld Asquith himself was defeated. The largest Opposi~ 
tion group was that of Sinn Feiners with 73. but it had made it 
clear that i{s members would not take their seats in the Commons. 
This left the non·coalition La.hour with 59 members as the only 
dlective oppm,ition. 

There was not much ror India to cheer in these results. Rather 
the reverse. Mo~t of the candiuales sympathetic to Indian as~ 
pir.ttiom, were defca!cd~Char!es Robcm wb() had accompanied 
Montagu on his mi~sion. George Lambury who was active in 
the auxiliary Home Rule for fndia League in Bfit~tin, Dr. G.B. 
Clark who had taken O\<!f the chairmanship of thc British Com~ 
mit tee of the Indian National Congre~s artcr Wedderburn's 
death and John Scurr. the Secretary of the labour Party. with 
whom the A.LCe. had been in touch regarding ils invitation to 
Lahour to send a fraternal delegate to the Congress se~sion. rt 
was not even certain 'I hether the Tories with 338 members against 
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136 of lloyd George's Liberals would permit him to retain Edwin 
Monlagll a.t the India Office even though he had won his seat by 
a majority of 6.000 over his Labour I ival. These uncertainties 
couk! not but weigh upon the minds of the delegates to the Delhi 
session and in some degree colour their decisions. 

E\'en otherwise the preparations for the Congress session 
had not been all smooth sailing. First there was the fact that, 
despite appeals to distinguished Moderates, including one from 
Gandhi who himself could not attend because of his "poor health" 
but hoped that "delegates from both sides" would be 
there. the men who really mattered, like Surcndranath Bunerjea 
and Dinshaw Wacha, and whose names still appeared as ex~ 

ofticio members of the A.I.C.C. did not bother to reconsider their 
position and did not turn up at Delhi. Secondly. at oue stage 
Ihe Reception Committee of the Delhi Congress developed some 
doubt as to whether it would be able to muster enough resources 
to organise the show because of "the very limited extent of the 
Province of Delhi. Ajrnere and Merwara" and asked the A.I.C.C. 
to permit it. as a special case, to enlist members of the Reception 
Committee "from the residents of the Vniteu Provinces and 
the Punjab." This request was granted. 

Finally, there was the question of president;y. The special 
session at Bombay had ended on September I. After that it took 
nearly a month for the Provincial Congress Committees to indi~ 
cate their choice for the President. Almost all of them chose 
Tilak in the fitness of tJlings. But tJlere came (he rub. apart from 
the fact that he was still under a ban from entering the Pul\iab and 
Delhi. By the time the decision was taken to invite him to pre
side over the Delhi session he was on his way to England to pre~ 
pare his libel case against Chirol. rndeed, according to his bio
grapher, Keer. he received the cable telling him that he had been 
elected President of the next Congress at Aden aboard the S.S. 
Japall en /'Oute for London where he reached on October 29, 
191ft He thanked the Reception Committee but had no option 
but "to decline tIle honour." 

Other names had to be considered. That of C. Vijiaraghava
charlar and it seems, judging from a report in bulfa. also that of 
Rabindranath Tagore. Nothing could have been more appro
priate if India's National Poet had also headed the Indian 
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National Congress. It would have made the Delhi session truly one 
to be remembered. But it was not to be. Like Gandhi, and even 
more S0, he was keeping very indifferent health at the time and 
did not want his name to be put up. In. the event, the choice was 
Madan Mohan Maiaviya, Once before. in 1909, he had beendraf~ 
tcd to occupy the presidential chair at the last minute because 
on that occasion Pheroze~hah Mehta, for some inexplicable 
reason, had withdrawn. This time, again. he had to step into the 
breach, though not quite at the last minute, 

However, Delhi session was quite a different affair to the dis
mal gathering at the Bradlaugh Hall in Lahore. Once the Delhi 
Congress Reception Committee had surmounted its hesitation 
and seif-dQubt, it spared no effort, in spite of what it had descri
bed as "local difficulties", to make the Thirty-third Congress 
worthy of the city which in a real sense encapsulated the history 
of the rndian people, The site chosen for the great Pandal to 
be set up could not have been more appropriate, 1t was under 
the shadow of the Red Fort and within a stone's throw of the 
great Jamma Masjid, two magnificent examples of the architec
ture of the Moghuls who, as Bishop Heber remarked in his 
Journal, "built like giants" and, he might have added, with the 
exquisite craftsmanship of master jewellers, 

The Official Congress Report speaks of a "record" number 
of delegates attending the session. This is a slight exaggeration. 
The figure it gives is 4,865 or 102 less than that for the atten
dance at the Calculla session. But the difference is neither sta
tistically nor politically significant. But what is important isano
ther detail. Apparently, a large number of klfans, or peasant& 
and farmers, from the neighbouring areas attended it and there 
was a Jarge block reserved for them. Dr. Judith M. Brownplumps 
for the explanation furnished in a report of the Director of Cri
minal Intelligence that "Congress. leaders. particularly Madan 
Mohan Malaviya" had "rallied a group of about 700 peasant 
delegates from areas near Delhi like Rohtak, Karnal an.d Gur~ 
gaon, paying alt their expenses to attract them to the Congress 
meeting:' But "Criminal Intelligence" reports. arc not always 
gospel truth. least of aU in India, though with that curious mix
ture of naivete and analytical sophistication the Cambridge 
school of British historians seems to think so. It could be that 
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tbe k;sans who came to the Delhi session were genuinely in
terested in what the Congress was all about and not just having 
a picnic on expense account. 

The Chairman of the Reception Committee was Hakim 
Ajma! KJlan. a reputed physician w110 practised the Yunani, 01' 
Greek. method of medicine. He was also all embodiment of 
thal composite culture which flourished in Delhi even more than 
at Lucknow. utlcas! until the "transfer of power" after which the 
cultural landscape of Delhi was to change, not necessarily for 
the better. His speech rellected that culture in which it was ofLen 
difficult to know where the poetry ended and prose began. A 
good part of it was devoted to stressing the need l'Or strengthen
ing Hindu-Muslim unity and the concordat reached between the 
Congress and the Muslim League (the latter was also holding its 
session in Delhi on December 30·3/) at Lucknow two years earlier. 

On the question of constilulional ref'Orms.. he took a distin· 
ctly middle-of-the--road stand. blowing neither hot nor cold. 
Alilhe sante he made a telling point by remarking that Indians 
were being offered power and responsibility in areas of gover
nance which were peripheral if not inconsequential. while they 
were being denied both power and responsibility in areas. which 
really maltered. He put it rather delicately and even poetically: 

The portion of the Report which deals with Local Self
Government requires but few words. There is no doubt 
that Indians have been treated liberally in this matter. 
But...in regard to the Provincial and Imperial Governments. 
J am reminded of the famous partition between the poet 
and his brother who said : 
':From the floor to its roof the house belongs to me. 
And from the roof h) Pleides is all thine." 

He was understandably exercised over the repercussions of 
Allied victory on the question of Muslim Holy places, the Khj!a· 
fat and Muslim States. AllY assembly claiming "to represent 
the whole of India," he rightly argued. cannot "ignore questions 
so profoundly affecting 70 millions of her popuiatiOtl."' And he 
said he could best do it by quoting "the acknowledged and reve. 
red leader of the country Mahatma Gandhi". He went on to 
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quote a passage from his letter to the Viceroy written at the end 
of April to which a reference has been made in an earlier chapter. 
"No belter exposition of the case could be made", he said which 
was essentially imc. 

Madan Mohan Malaviya's a<.ldress did not advance- the 
argument about the inadequacies of the Montagu·Che1msford 
packet of reforms much further than Syed Hasan Imam's ad· 
dress to the special session four mont115 before. He did. however, 
dilate at some length all President Wilson's address to the Con
gress of the United States on January 9, 1918. He quoted in 
('xlenso from his fourteen points beginning with the need fOf 

"Open covenants of peace openly arrived at '.vithout any secret 
<iipJomacy", "removal of aU economic barriers and equality of 
trade condition,,", disarmament and so on to "the formation of 
.a general association of nations under specific covenants for the 
purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political independence 
and territorial integrity for great and ~man states alike" and "the 
principle of justice to all peoples and nationalities and their right 
to live on equal terms of liberty and safety with one another." 

This, logically, led him to the issue of India's representation 
at the forthcoming Peace Conference. He recalled a speech by 
Lloyd George in which, while referring 10 India's contribution 
to the War. he "had promised that India's necessities would not 
be forgotten when the Peace Conference would be reached," He 
noted gratefully that an Indian-"our distinguished country~ 
man, Sir S.P. Sinha"-had been appointed by the In.dian Govern~ 
ment to represent her at the Conference. He also noted with 
some satisfaction that an Indian ruling prince, the Maharaja 
of Bikaner, would also be there. He was glad of it, though he 
pointed oul tJlal Sinha--who was soon to be appointed Under 
Secretary of State for rndia and elevated to peerage---presum~ 

ably "will represent at the Conference views which are in conso
nance with tile views orlhat Government" and that Hle Maharaja 
or Bikaner "will be tllCre to represent the views of the Indian 
Stales and the Ruling Princes." However, he sighed almost audi
bly, "it will remttin a matter for regret that British India will not be 
represented at Ihis great Conference by a person appointed by the 
Government on the recommendation of Ihe elected representa~ 
lives of the IXOplc." 
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The regret could not have been expressed ill more moderate 
terms and. indeed, the whole tone of his addless was ingratiat
ing. Yet the Congress had been dubbed extremist by the Times. 
By contra~l, Surendranath Bane-rjca addressing the Conference 
of the Moderates had been much more combative in certain 
passages of his address and had not hesitated to sOllnd a warn
ing note. What is more he had not pinned his faith on divine 
intercession in pleading the case for h\dian self-government with 
the BritisJl Government as Madan Mohan Malavlya did in his 
concluding sentence. "I am sure." he said, "God will grant us 
!ielf-determioation earlier than many of us imagine we are going 
to get it." But lhis was whistling in the dark, Self-determination 
was not something which it was for the deity to grant or even 
President Wilson to secure for India. The key to the kingdom 
was with the British Government and it seemed in no hurry 
to part with it, especially in the heady mood of victory over the 
Kaiser'~ Reich and when, after the surrender and eventual scut~ 
ding of the German fleet, Britain believed it ruled the waves 
whatever the Americall pretensions. 

In a passage at tlle beginning of his speech of welcome to the 
delegates to the Thirty~third Congress. Hakim Ajmal Khan had 
sounded a rather cheerful note. "At a lime when the eager and 
far-seeing eyes of lhe sons of 111I1ia," he had said, "are scanning 
the western horizon in searcll of the crescent of their hopes and 
aspil'Utions, the Delhi session of the Indian National Congress 
posse"ses an importance which can make amends to a consjder~ 
able extent for our disappointments in the past." He did not make 
it at all clear why and how this was to come about. But, presum
ably, he ~ared the mood of optimism which the older generation 
of Indian leaders for no evident reason had managed to sustain 
eYer since Montagu's declaration of August 20, 1917. 

Not everybody was quite so optimistic. Indeed. the younger 
Radicals and even some of the older one~, like Bipin Chandra 
Pal, for one, reminded the Congress that "the war is over. The 
Montagu-Chclmsford Report was a war measure: the war being 
over it is only a measure: and to increase the weight of that 
measure r want the people of this country with one united voke 
to demand their /egitim.;lte birthright to govern at least their 
provincial administration themselves without any interference 
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from outside. subject of course to such control as the Central 
Government must exercise over provincial governments." 
Speaking on Resolution number ten which dealt with repressive 
laws and regulations, those already operative and those ominously 
hinted by the Rowlatt Committee. he demanded that all detenus, 
interned or extemed, under the Defence of lndia Act and other 
coercive enactments, be released. Without minL"ing his words, 
he said: 

The Irish Sinn Feiners were granted amnesty in the midst of 
the war. Why should not our political prisoners be granted 
amnesty now that the war has practically come to an end ? 
I want therefore your sanction for this demand. It is not a 
prayer. It is the demand of the people of India. It is the 
demand of the soul of India: it is the demand of her whom 
we salute as Ballde i'l-{utllram. 

Nor \vere they for fudging the issue in order to appease the 
Moderates. Annie Besant had argued in favour of an honourable 
compromise within the family. "A compromise with your 
brothers. a compromise in your own family, the recognition that 
some walk faster than others and others are a little slower, that 
for family unity you will keep together and walk a linle more 
slowly because then you will be one party," she had pleaded, 
"that compromise 1 hold to be an honour and glory to those who 
make it; and r am not ashamed that I make a compromi')e of that 
kind." But S. Satyamurti, who had had a passage of arms with her 
at the Madra. .. Provincial Conference not very long ago, would have 
none of it. He was for being bolder ami getting even tougher in 
their demands. As for the compromise with Moderates_ he was 
contemptuous of the idea. ''"We are the liberals." he said. "the 
radicals. and we shaH be faithless to the light which burns in our 
hearts. if we do not go forw~trd but in mere timidity go with those 
who do not agree \vith us and who wilt never ngree with us." 
CoR Das. of whom Dr. Judith Brown dismissively says that he 
had "nothing to lose by denoundng the reforms". was ev~n more 
emphatic. He said: 

WhQ ~e those Nationalists and who are those Moderates-? 
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What right have they got 10 barter away the rights of the 
people like that? So far as I am coU( . .'erned I entered into 
that compromise because I hoped that upon that compro
mise. upon a surrender of point for point by us 1 hoped 
thai the moderate party as a whole wOlild join us; the 
moderate party has not joined us, <lre we to go by that 
compromise and sell our birthright because the moderate 
party docs not join us" I say such a principle is pernicious, 
and I refuse to follow it. 

Against this ground swell of radicalism Srinivas.a Sastri's 
attempt to sell the Momagu-Chelmsford packet 10 the Congress 
as "a substantial step in advance towards responsible govern
ment" was unavailing. Most of the resolutions dealing with the 
reforms were a rc-a!TIrmarion of the resolutions passed at the 
Bombay special session. But they were couched in much stronger 
terms and, taking its stand on the pronouncements of President 
Wilson, Lloyd George and other British statesmen regarding the 
principle of Self-Determination as the foundation for the peace of 
tbe world. the Congress passed a resolution-number eleven 
on the order paper-claiming "the recognition of India by the 
British Parliament and by the Peace Conference as one of the 
progressive Nations to whom the principJe of Self-Determination 
should he applied:' It also demanded full responsible government 
in tbe Provinces at once and not only insisted that the Punjab should 
enjoy in the Reform Scheme equality with Bengal, Madras, 
Bombay and the United Provinces. but called for Delhi to be 
constituted into a Regulated Province with a Legislative Council 
.and at least entitled to two repre~entatives in the Legislative 
Assembly. It callcd for the same constitutional s.tatus for Ajmer
Men .. ·ara as for Delhi. Having taken the bit in its teeth, it seemed 
to run away with it and in resolution number thirteen had the 
audacity to say that in justice to India. it should be "represented 
by an elected representative or representatives, to the same 
extenl as the Self~Govemjng Dominions at Conferences that may 
be held to deJiberate on, or settle. the terms of peace or reconstruc
tion." It went even furfher. It said: 

Tn view of the shortness of time, and in anticipation of the 
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request made in the preceding part of the resolution being 
acceded to by His Majesty's Gove-mmcn!, this. Congress 
elects as its representatives Bal Gangadhar Ti!ak, M.K. 
Gandhi and Syed Hasan Imam. 

The agenda was longer than at the special session~twenty" 
five resolutions instead of sixteen. Some of them wCle old faithfuls, 
including the call for the release of Ali Brothers who had already 
served four years of internment. Some raised new issues, like call 
for the Government to play an active part in promoting the 
industrial development of the country in line with the recommen
dations of the Industrial Commission and especially commending 
Madan Mohan Malaviya's separate minute to it-to say nothing 
of the resolution urging a better deal for the indigenous systems of 
medicine. 

But once again the resolutions seemed to offer no strategy to 
ensure that they were heeded by and acted upon by the powers 
that were. The only thing the Congress could think of was stm to 
set up a commiltee consisting of N.c. Kelkar. K.M. Munshi, B.G, 
Homiman and VJ. Palel to draft an addres~ of congratulations to 
H.M. the King-Emperor on the successful termination of the War 
and a petition to the High Court of Parliament in England 
"enunciating our demand for Responsible Government as an 
integral part of the British Empire and embodying the resolutions 
of the Congress regarding such demands .... 'J Tbe idea of a Deputa
tion to be sent to Britain was reaffirmed and a larger committee 
set up to setect members of the Deputation and to raise funds for 
the purpose in cooperation with Provincial Congress Committees. 
N.C. Kelkar was to be the convener of the committee which 
included C.R. Das, Hakim Ajmal Khan, Barkat Ali, Harkishen 
Lal and Fazl-ul-Haq. an up and coming Muslim leader from 
Bengal. 

The final resolution was in regard to the next Congress venue. 
In a few words it was "Resolved that the next Congress meet at 
Amritsar." There wa,> no prophetic soul among the delegates 
gathered at Delhi who had even the remotest premonition of 
what Amritsar was to come to signify in the history of the 
Congrc.<is--<'tnd the Indian people~by the harvest festival of the 
New Year, 1919 .... 
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