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PREFACE TO THE SECOND VOLUME

Reviewing the first volume of this book, a professor teaching history at
auniversity correctly referred tome as “‘not a trained historian’’. But I hardly
regret the fact, for if I had been what he called *‘a trained historian’’, I might
have been one of his kind.

Like Jean Chesneaux, the French historian, I believe that history and
historians are notabove class struggle. Ashe putit, ‘‘ourknowledge of the past
is a dynamic factor in the development of society, a significant stake in the
political and ideological struggles of today, a sharply contested area. What we
know of the past can be of service to the Establishment or to the people’s
movement.”” ‘‘In class societies’’, he said, ‘‘history is one of the tools the
ruling class uses to maintain its power. The state apparatus tries to control the
past at the level of both political action and ideology.”” ‘‘The revision of
official history’’, therefore, “‘is regarded as one of the essential points of
departure for the people’s struggles.’”

The history of the ‘Gandhian Era’ as well as of the earlier period, which
is elitist, permeated with the ideology of the ruling class and full of half-truths
and myths, needs to be re-written.

Iremember now, as I often do, the debt - that can never be re-paid —1 owe
to those who, sharing my ideals and bsaving immense risks, gave me shelter
and food when shelter was more precious than food. But for them this book
could never have been written.

In the course of preparation of this book many friends have helped me
with books and journals. Among them are Amit Sen, Asit Majumdar, Nimai
Adhikari, Dr Muktesh Ghosh, Prof. Amit Bhattacharya, Tarun Bose, Anu
Bose, and Amit Banerjee. For Communist Party publications or xerox copies
of communist documents I am in deep debt to Ranjit Mukherjee, Samarendra
Lochan Mitra, Professors Amitabha Chandra and Hari P. Sharma, and some
former students of the Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. I sincerely
thank Sri Chittaranjan Bhattacharya, in-charge of the Library, Indian Statis-
tical Institute, Calcutta, who kindly permitted me to use the library even when
[ was not a member of the Institute. Besides the above friends, I owe much to
several others, some of whom prefer to remain anonymous.

I cannot adequately express my thanks to the Research Unit for Political
Economy, Bombay, specially to Rajani X. Desai, who kindly relieved me of
the burden of publishing this volume and took it upon themselves. [ gratefully
acknowledge that my friends of the Research Unit (authors of the book Indian
National Congress: How Indian, How National?) carefully went through the
manuscript of this volume and offered me a number of suggestions which have
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been of much help to me.

Several of my articles published in Economic and Political Weekly
(Bombay), Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars (Colorado), Frontier
(Calcutta) and Kalam (New Delhi) were early, concise versions of what
appears in some chapters of this volume.

SUNITI KUMAR GHOSH
10, Raja Rajkrishna Street
Suite 8,

Calcutta 700006.

9 January 1995.
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NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHERS

This volume has been published by the Research Unit for Political
Economy (R.U.P.E.), constituted under the People's Research Trust.

R.U.P.E.. is concerned with analysing, at the theoretical and empirical
levels, various aspects of the economic life of the country and its institutions.
However, to understand any complex social phenomenon we have to turn to
a study of its history; and thus we must seek the roots of the condition of
present-day India in our past.

That was precisely the approach of Suniti Kumar Ghosh's earlier works,
The Indian Big Bourgeoisie: its Genesis, Growth and Character and the first
volume of India and the Raj: Glory, Shame and Bondage. They offered an
interpretation of pre-1947 India that stood in dramatic opposition to the
overwhelming weight of established historiography.

The interpretation offered by these works has broadly been shared by a
stream of political opinion in India for decades. But these works offered for
the first time a wealth of substantiation and tightness of argument which made
it impossible for established historiography to dismiss. They thus constituted
a landmark in modern Indian historiography.

The proponents of the established views chose neither to contend
seriously with this newly substantiated interpretation, nor to budge even
slightly in their own interpretation. Instead, they did their best to ignore it, as
if it did not exist.

Itis important to realise that these decisions are not merely academic, but
political. S.K. Ghosh's works are not based on newly-discovered archival
material, but on material that has long been available, and indeed has been the
object of study by established historians. Still the facts he cites strike one as
revelations, because there has been a remarkable silence about them - no
doubt, precisely because they have a profound political implication.

For if the Indian National Congress did not win genuine independence
for Indiain 1947, we are asyet not free today, and every act of the Indian State
must indeed be seen in that light.

It is all the more necessary then for us to shatter the silence. It is against
this background that R.U.P.E. takes pride in publishing this volume. It is our
hope that those who are interested in historical truth promote this book or,
failing that, seriously contend with it.

Given our paucity of resources, we would not have been able to publish
this work without donations and generous interest-free loans from several
persons, to whom we are very grateful. We also thank Mr. D.R. Amladi who
prepared the index, and Sameer Bhole and Neeta Deshpande, who typeset the
book.

Rajani X Desai,
for R.U.P.E.
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CHAPTER ONE

TOWARDS GREATER COLLABORATION
BETWEEN IMPERIALIST AND INDIAN BIG CAPITAL

Revolution and War

With the end of World War I, the basis of a new world war was laid.
World War I resolved no contradictions: only, for the time being, Germany
ceased to be a rival of imperialist Britain and France. But other old
. contradictions became intensified and new ones emerged. The birth of the
Soviet Union and the failure of all the aggressive campaigns launched by
the imperialist powers to overthrow the new regime meant that a considerable
part of the world dropped out of the capitalist-imperialist system. The
Russian Revolution was followed by an upsurge of revolutionary struggles
in different countries of Europe. Revolutions actually broke out in Hungary
and Bavaria but met with defeat. There were revolutionary uprisings in
some other countries. Land was seized by the peasants and factories by the
workers in Italy. Italy was on the verge of a proletarian revolution when,
in 1922, the fascists under the leadership of Benito Mussolini captured
power. It was a regime of naked terror over the working people in the
interest of big capital. The tide of revolutionary struggle retreated from
about 1922, though thefe were fitful struggles in some country or another
during the rest of the twenties.

The inter-imperialist contradictions became acute. Britain-emerged out
of the war much weaker than before. The old imperialist power, already
past its prime, could hardly rival the U.S.A,, the young imperialist power,
whose star was in the ascendant. At the end of the war Britain changed
from a creditoy to a debtor country - heavily indebted to the U.S.A. It was
squeezed out of its informal empire in Latin America by its trans-Atlantic
rival, and much of its interests in Canada and Australia was taken over by
U.S. capital. There was a clash between the two for markets, including the
Indian market. To protect its imperial market in India and other parts of
. the empire, Britain imposed imperial preference, while U.S. capital was
clamouring for an open door. Rivalry in other spheres too (for instance,
building naval power to command the seas) was acute. Naval disarmament
conferences and pacts like the Kellogg Pact (1928) between the leading
capitalist powers proved to be of little worth. They all prated about peace
while preparing for war.
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2 INDIA AND THE RAJ 1919-1947

With the rise of fascism in Germany and the beginnings of Japan’s
wars of aggression, Britain's contradictions with the U.S.A. were
overshadowed by the clash of interests between Britain, the U.S.A. and
France on the one hand and Germany, Japan and Italy on the other. We
shall return to it later.

After a brief post-war boom in some capitalist countries there was
economic stagnation in the entire capitalist world, followed by a devastating
crisis with its attendant mass unemployment and ruin, lasting for about four
years from 1929 to 1933. Only the Soviet Union was free from the horrors
of this crisis. When the industrial and agricultural production in the capitalist
world sank to very low levels, it was only the much-maligned Soviet Union
that made spectacular economic advances at a rate never before attained
anywhere in the world. The Soviet people had embarked on the uncharted
path of building socialism - a task which, if successful, would have
changed the course of history.

The economic crisis of 1929-33 in the capitalist world brought in its
train bankruptcy of tens of thousands of joint-stock companies, closure of
factories, unemployment and ruin of tens of millions of people. It intensified
the struggle between rival capitalist groups for foreign markets, trade war,
currency war, dumping and the like. The imperialists tried to stave off the
effects of the crisis not only at the expense of their own workers, peasants
and other toiling people but also at the expense of the toiling people of
the colonies. As we shall see, the fall in the prices of agricultural products
by almost a half as a result of the crisis hit thé already-impoverished Indian
peasant very severely.

The political and economic crisis in the capitalist world gave rise to
two contradictory trends — trends towards revolution on the one hand and
fascism and imperialist war on the other to avert revolution.

After the national uprising in Ireland and the defeat of the revolutions
in Hungary, Bavaria and Austria in the early twenties, revolutions again
broke out in the 1930s in Viet Nam (then a part of French Indo-China),
Latin American and other countries. The Chinese revolution suffered initial
defeat in 1927 but soon gathered strength and, under the leadership of Mao
Tsetung, established extensive liberated areas in North and North-west
China by 1939. '

On the other hand, the seeds of war were sown by the Versailles treaty,
which Germany, vanquished in World War 1, was forced to sign with the
Allied and Associatecd Powers in June 1919. The victor powers, chiefly
Britain and France, sought to cripple Germany economically and militarily
and to improve their own material prospects at the expense of Germany.
They took away the German colonies, not to grant them freedom but to
share them out among themselves under the League of Nations mandates.
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TOWARDS GREATER COLLABO.R@TION ‘ o 3

Several German-speaking areas were separated from her and attached to
neighbouring countries, and Germany was split into two by a ‘corridor’,
which was given to Poland. Huge war reparations were demanded of her
which she was not capable of faying. Stringent terms were imposed on her
so that militarily she would remain weak and defenceless. Naturally, the
Germans wanted nothing better than (o tear up the Versailles Treaty. For
several years after the end of the war Germany struggled to overcome her
economic hardships, which were accentuated by the huge indemnities she
was made to pay. The German working class was a quite powerful, but
divided, force owing allegiance to two parties — the Communists and the
Socialists. Before 1930 Hitler and his National Socialist Party were far
from strong. But with the onset of the severe economic crisis in 1930,
Hitler, who harped on the injustice of the Versailles Treaty and spouted
venom against the Jews and Communism, went from strength to strength.
Big industrialists and landlords rallied to his support. Fascism triumphed
in Germany in 1933. Ruthless suppression of the working class and
domination of Europe and ultimately of the world were its twin aims.
Payment of war indemnities had already stopped: Hitler tore up the Versailles
Treaty and started making feverish war preparations. '

The monopoly bourgeoisie destroyed all vestiges of bourgeois democracy
in Italy, Germany, Spain and some countries of Central Europe to maintain
their rule and fulfil their imperialist aims. They launched war against their
own people before they went to war against other peoples.

Japan invaded and occupied Manchuria in 1931, and in 1937 invaded
North and Central China. By 1938 she reached Canton in the South. Italy
conquered Ethiopia in 1935, and in 1936 Germany and Italy supported
General Franco’s war against Republican Spain, intervened militarily and
entrenched themselves respectively in North and South Spain. Germany
and Japan entered into an Anti-Comintern Agreement in 1935 : Italy signed
itin 1937. Early in 1938 Germany annexed Austria and, then in the autumn
of that year, the Sudetan region of Czechoslovakia. German troops marched
in and the whole of Czechoslovakia was occupied in March 1939. These
aggressive wars in the three continents brought within their Ambit about.
50 crores of people, and were a prelude to World War II.

These aggressions and conquests could not take place without the
silent connivance of the ruling classes of Britain and France, especially
Britain. These aggressions by Japan, Italy and Germany constituted a
challenge to the imperial interests of Britain, France and the U.S.A., but
they, though more powerful, avoided confrontation with the aggressive
powers. They rejected the Soviet Union’s repeated appeals for building

-collective security, for pursuing a policy of collective resistance to the
aggressors. Instead, Britain, France and the U.S.A. followed a policy of
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4 INDIA AND THE RAJ 1919-1947

non-intervention, a policy of appeasement of the aggressors, even at risk
to their own strategic interests. By their policies, Britain, France and the
U.S.A. wanted to induce the fascist aggressors to advance towards the east
and launch war against the Soviet Union. They hoped to embroil these
powers in a war with the Soviet Union and to step in and share the spoils
when both would be exhausted. When this hope withered away with the
conclusion of a non-aggression pact between Germany and the Soviet
Union in August 1939, and when Germany invaded Poland, they revised
their policy. Then Britain and France marched against Germany as anti-
fascist crusaders. World War II began early in September 1939 - vaster,
more prolonged and much more costly in men and materials than World
War 1. Imperialist war was the inevitable consequence of the rivalry
between the colonial powers to exploit and oppress the people and dominate
the world. It is inseparable from the capitalist system. So long as the
capitalist system prevails, there is no escape from war between classes and
between nations.

The Crisis and the Indian Big Bourgeoisie

The world crisis of 1929-33, instead of giving rise to antagonistic
contradictions between imperialist capital and Indian big capital, as V. .
Pavlov and others have argued, helped to bring them closer than before.
It was not merely fear of the people but objective economic conditions that
were driving them nearer to each other during the thirties, despite some
contradictions.

While the economic crisis hit hard the Indian people — the peasantry,
the workers, the urban petty bourgeoisie and the small bourgeoisie which
had no foreign links - it contributed in certain ways to the further growth
and development of the big bourgeoisie. The thirties were a period of
unprecedented growth and expansion of Indian big comprador capital. Due
to the catastrophic fall in the prices of agricultural products — about 50 per
cent on an average,— the peasantry was ruined. The rise in taxes, such as
those on -salt and kerosene, added to their woes. The value of India’s
exports of merchandise (other than precious metals) fell from Rs 381 crore
in 1928-9 to Rs 181 crore in 1931-2. The decline in the value of imports
was no less steep: it fell by almost a half over the same years.

By curtailing imports of consumer goods, the depression afforded
virtual protection to indigenous industry. Amiya Kumar Bagchi notes that
‘‘aggregate private investment in real terms during some years of the
depression was higher than during the middle years of the twenties.””!
While the proportion of consumer goods to total imports decreased, imports
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TOWARDS GREATER COLLABORATION 5

of machinery and industrial raw materials increased. This trend continued
throughout the thirties, and the beneficiaries were the Indian big bourgeois,
who, depending on imported capital goods and industrial raw materials,
manufactured mainly consumer goods.

Besides, to make up the loss in customs duties due to decline in
external trade, tariff was substantially raised in 1930 and 1931 for revenue
purposes. Since 1922, the rate of import duty was 15 per cent, except on
cotton piecegoods, on which it was 11 per cent. In February 1930 the
import duty on cotton textiles was raised to 15 per cent. In 1931 the general
tariff rate, including that on cotton textiles, was first increased to 20 per
cent; but a preference of 5 per cent was granted to British low quality
cotton imports.

Moreover, protection was granted to several industries like cotton
textiles, sugar, paper, iron and steel in the thirties. Traditional imports from
Britain and British colonies were being displaced by non-British imports.
While protection was granted to certain Indian industries, differential duties
were fixed for British and other foreign goods. British industries like cotton
textiles could not compete with those of other countries like Japan. To
salvage as much of the Indian market as possible Yor several British
industries, the principle of imperial prefcrence was introduced in 1927 and
continued afterwards.

During the depression years the Indian bourgeoisic came to enjoy two

other important advantages — the fall in the level of wages of workers and
~ in the prices of raw materials. The Bombay millowners introduced the
policies of rationalization and substantial wage-cuts in 1929 and, aided by
the colonial state machinery, fought and overcame the workers’ resistance.

All these factors contributed to a spumt in industrial development.
Assuming industrial output in 1925-6 as 100, it rose to 100.7 in 1930, 1324
in 1934 and 166.8 in 1938. According to Rajat Kanta Ray, the industrial
workforce grew annually at 1 per cent between 1921 and 1931 but the rate
of growth quadrupled between 1932 and 19372

While the old, or relatively old, big bourgeois groups like the Tatas.‘
Birlas, Shri Rams, Singhanias, and Walchands vastly expanded their
industrial activities, there were several new entrants into industry who had
previously been banians, brokers and big speculators, like the Goenkas,
Dalmia Jains, Thapars, Chettiars, and Naidus. Many of the new entrants
like the Goenkas and Chettiars were diversifying from trading and indigenous
banking into cotton textiles and other industries. Speaking of the Madras
Presidency, Raman Mahadevan observes: ‘‘The late twenties and thirties
marked a turning point with regard to investment of South Indian capital
in industry. The Depression by sharply turning the terms of trade between
agriculture and industry in favour of the latter, brought about a significant
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6 ' INDIA AND THE RAJ 1919-1947

shift of capital from agriculture and money-lending to industry.... Particularly
significant in the context was the phenomenal growth of the textile industry
centred around the Coimbatore region.’’*

Even during the depression years'profits were quite handsome. For
instance, Sir Shri Ram’s Delhi Cloth Mills paid a dividend of 135 per cent
in 1930-31.° This might be exceptional in the textile: industry, but sugar
earned huge fortunes for the big bourgeois — the Birlas, Shri Rams, Dalmias,
Thapars, Walchands, Soorajmull-Nagarmulls and several others. George
Schuster, then Finance Member of the Viceroy’s Executive Council, observed
that the sugar industry earned a profit of 400 per cent in 1933.° This, again,
might be exceptional but the rates of profit were very high.

Paper mills had been owned and controlled mainly by British managing
agencies like Heilgers, Balmer Lawrie and Andrew Yule. But from about
1936 the Birlas, Thapars and Dalmias entered the paper industry and set
up large mills.

Between 1931 and 1939 the Birlas, Dalmias, Mafatlals, Shri Rams,
Walchands and so on had a meteoric rise.’

The Gold Drain

England was forced to go off the gold standard on 21 September 1931
when the second Round Table Conference was sitting in London. The
Government of India, without reference to the British cabinet, announced
that the rupee was delinked from gold as well as sterling in order to
minimize the impact of Britain’s economic crisis on tlie Indian economy.
But Secretary of State Samuel Hoare instructed New Delhi to issue an
ordinance linking the rupee back to sterling. Kanji Dwarkadas® writes: *‘1
‘was in Simla all that fortnight of this crisis in constant contact with Sir
'C.P. Ramaswamy Aiyer, the Acting. Member for Law, and Sir Ibrahim
Rahimtoola, President of the Indian Legislative Assembly. Lord Willingdon
[the Viceroy] and all the members of his Executive Council protested
against Sir Samuel Hoare’s cable and offered to resign in a body.... Hoare
got hold of Ghanshyamdas Birla, who was in London for the Round Table
Conference...and between them, they managed to get a press interview
from Gandhiji on this rupee-pound crisis. Reuters circulated Gandhiji’s
interview that nothing hasty should be done at this crisis and the status quo
[that is, the sterling-rupee link] should be maintained!”’ According to
Dwarkadas, in his subsequent cable to Willingdon, Hoare referred to
Gandhi’s advice, refused to accept the offer of resignation from the Viceroy
and his Executive Councillors, called upon them to maintain the status quo
by relinking the rupee to the pound as before.® So the Viceroy, to quote
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TOWARDS GREATER COLLABORATION ‘ 7

R.J. Moore, "vainly resisted to a point just short of resignation the Cabinet’s
decision to keep the rupee tied to the pound, regardless of the price of
gold”’." And the rupee remained tied to the fluctuating pound at the old
rate of one rupee to 1s. 6d. to serve imperialist interests.

G.D. Birla claimed that he had objected to relinking the rupee to
sterling.'' It was not unusual for men like Birla to take a public stance
which was quite contrary to their private stand on an issue. They were ever
eager to serve the raj in order to serve themselves.

The fact is, while as a result of such a step the Indian people were
further impoverished, some big compradors like the Birlas, besides the
imperialists, were the beneficiaries. Because of the severe economic crisis,
the peasants and other toiling people, whose only savings consisted in gold
and silver trinkets, were forced to bring them to the market. The buying-
up and export of this ‘distress gold’ earmned high profits for big Indian
bullion merchants like the Birlas and saved the British raj from a worse
financial crisis. The huge gold drain from India went to meet the payment
of ‘home charges’ and to service the so-called ‘national debts’ - that is,
as tribute to the colonial masters.

Speaking in the House of Commons on 29 February 1932, Samuel
Hoare said: “‘More gold has been exported since last September or rather
gold has been exported from India since last September at a higher rate
than it has even been exported from the gold fields of South Africa.”’'? R.J.
Moore has observed that ‘*Suspicion was rife that Britain had manipulated
the rupee in order to snatch the vast private hoards of Indian gold.... The
monetary experts on the Indian Council of the Secretary of State, Sir Henry
Strakosch and Sir Reginald Mant, reported in February 1932: '[Britain] has
been able to use the gold for the discharge of its foreign obligations and
to that extent to avoid impairment of its exchange with gold standard
countries’.” " Referring to the gold drain from India, R. Palme Dutt, who
cited the London Economist’s estimates of the huge size of the drain
between 1931 and 1937, observed: “‘Once again, in a new form, as in the
days of the Industrial Revolution, the measure of recovery of British
capitalism in 1933-37 was built up on the spoliation of India.”’™

Who were the Indian accomplices of British finance capital in this
massive spoliation of India? The bullion trade of the whole of India passed
through Bombay, and the [irm of Sir Chunilal B. Mehta, cousin of Sir
Purshotamdas and *‘the king of the bullion trade in Bombay'"," along with
four others, served as *“the sole links between the London bullion merchants
and the ‘orthodox™ bullion merchants of Bombay'.'"* Among the leading
brokers in the Bombay Bullion Exchange were the G.D. Birla Brothers."”

When Gandhi, Patel and other top Congress leaders were in prison in
1932, the Bombay Congress Bulletin, issued by the Emergency Council,
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8 INDIA AND THE-RAJ 1919-1947

Bombay Provincial Congress Committee, branded Purshotamdas Thakurdas
and Birla as traitors. It stated:

**SIXTY MILLION POUNDS WORTH OF INDIAN GOLD'® was
exported from this country to England during the last year. IT HAS BEEN
A VERITABLE WINDFALL TO BRITAIN.... By helping to send Indian
gold to England at a time like the present when India is fighting a
desperate fight for liberty and life, the Indian Bullion merchant has
literally supplied our enemies with valuable ammunition ar our own
expense 1o be used against us. By helping in the dangerous flight of gold
from this country, the Indian traitors dealing in bullion have deliberately
impoverished us to enrich the enemy, have helped to lower the already
low credit of India in the economic world, have contrived to increase
India’s dependence on the worst enemy. on the murderous parasite which
is living on her vitals.... Sir Purshotamdas and Mr Birla have made lakhs
recently from this immoral traffic.... Meanwhile, we shall fight both the
enemy and the traitor.”'"

But their fight against the traitors had to be abandoned almost as soon
as it began. When the news of their demonstrations in tront of Sir
Purshotamdas’s palatial residence in Bombay reached Vallabhbhai Patel in
prison, he immediately sent instructions (o withdraw the Congress pickets.
Patel was quite right in claiming that Sir Purshotamdas was ““more our
man than anyone else’s™".*®

With the help of the big compradors the British imperialists were able
to shift some of the burden of their financial crisis on to the shoulders of
the Indian people.

Convergence of Interests despite some Contradictions

Britain's share in India’s imports had been sharply declining since the
end of World War I*'. Britain’s imperial market in India was increasingly
threatened by other imperialist powers. As noted before, British goods
were being replaced in the Indian market by foreign goods to a great extent
and the competition between British and Indian goods was lar less than
that between British and foreign goods.

With the onsct of the world crisis, the Federation of British Industries
(FBD) *‘pointed to the increased importance of Empire for the British
economy and prescribed imperial economic co-operation as the only possible
way for the crisis-ridden and increasingly non-competitive British
economy’ " .** As the FBI noted: **Great Britain has the possibility of creating
(with her empire) an economic group of unlimited possibilities’”; without
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TOWARDS GREATER COLLABORATION 9

it, her competitive position would be ‘‘extremely disadvantageous.’’?

The Indian big bourgeois were no less eager to respond. In October
1931, when the Round Table Conference was in session, G. D. Birla told
Edward Benthall, who represented expatriate British capitalists at the
conference, that ‘‘henceforward, he desired to work in collaboration and
to drop all his hostility’’.* On both sides there was a desire ‘‘to get
together’’, ‘‘a more co-operative attitude’”.

While protective tariff was raised in the interest of Indian industries
and, mainly, at the expense of non-British foreign goods, the principle of
granting imperial preference was adopted as a tonic to the ailing British
industries. The Ottawa Conference was held in 1932 to decide upon
preferential rates of imports from empire countries. To quote Kate Mitchell,
“In this way the tariff system of the early twenties, originally proclaimed
as a means for accelerating Indian industrialization, was transformed into
a system which assisted British industry to compete in the Indian market,
while giving India in return the privilege of favoured rates for the sale of
her raw materials and semi-manufactures in the British market...”’? This
imposition of imperial preference was designed to tie India and other
British colonies and dominions closer (0 Britain and perpetuate the same
old colonial economy.

Ottawa arrested the decline of British exports to India only temporarily.?
Even with imperial preference, British goods could hardly compete with
the goods from other imperialist countries as well as with certain Indian
products like cotton textiles of certain varieties, that had the advantage of
cheap labour. The main factor contributing to the decline of British exports
not only to India but to the world as a whole*” was the weakness of British
industry compared to the rising industries of Japan, the U.S.A., Germany
etc.

Was the attitude of the Indian big bourgeoisie towards Ottawa one of
hostilily, as is usually represented?

On behalf of the Committee of the FICCI, its president Walchand
Hirachand in a representation in April 1932 to the Secretary of State for
India, the President of the Imperial Economic Conference, Ottawa, and
others, objected 10 the composition of the Indian delegation nominated by
the Government of India without reference to the FICCI. He complained
that **The Government had so far failed to acquaint the Indian community
with the potentialitics of the Ottawa Confercnce by not taking them into
their confidence with regard to Government’s attitude on these questions’”.
He stated that *"it should be left to the future popular Government of the
country, that would be constituted by the new Government of India Act,
to shape their policy regarding inter-imperial trade relations, including the
application of reciprocal preferential tariff agreement...’’?® The main
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objection taken by the different Indian Chambers of Commerce was to the
personnel of the Indian delegation which consisted of the nominees of the
Government.”

It is interesting that contrary to the FICCI president’s formal
representation, the letters of the Secretary of the FICCI, dated 8 and 9 April
1932, to the Commerce Department, Governinent of India, showed eagemess
of the apex body of Indian trade and industry to send its representatives
to attend the conference. In those letters the FICCI Secretary asked **whether
the Government of India intended to offer facilities of that nature [facilities
just to attend the Conference and obtain relevant Conference papers] to
such observers as might be deputed by the Federation at their own cost,
and whether the Government of India proposed to invite the Federation to
appoint representatives to attend the Conference’”. In his reply, dated 31
May 1932, the Government of India’s Comuerce Secretary, Drake, curtly
informed the FICCI Secretary that no such facilities would be offered.*

According to G.K. Lieten, a majority of the members of the Indian
Merchants Chamber of Bombay lent their support to the Ottawa agreement.”
How did the most ‘radical’ among the Indian bourgeois, Birla, react to the
proposal for the Ottawa Conference? In reply to the Secretary of State’s
letter of 28 I'ebruary 1932, G.D. Birla informed him on 14 March 1932
that **Sir Purshotamdas would be delighted to accept the invitation [to
attend the Ouawa Conference on behalf of “‘the Indian trade and
commerce’ ] when it is extended to him’™™ and that **The committee of the
Federation will not be averse to this proposition’’. He assured him that they
realized the importance of this Conference and “‘vou may rely on our
support in the right direction’’.”

Contrary to the expectations of the Birlas and Thakurdases and (o
Hoare’s advice, the Viceroy nominated the delegation excluding Thakurdas
and his ilk. The objection of several Northern and Western Chambers of
Commerce was actually to the composition of the delegation, not to the
conference itself. It may be pointed out that Sir R K. Shanmukhan Chetty,
who was a leading member of the Indian Chamber of Commerce, Coimbatore
and a member of the Committee of the FICCI, and became the first Finance
Minister of India after the transfer of power, was included in the delegation
to Ottawa, which concluded the Ottawa agreement.

On 25 November 1932 when Thakurdas, who participated in the third
Round Table Conference in London, informed Birla that Samuel Hoare
“‘complained to me about your taking a leading part in the agitation against
the Ottawa bill"",* Birla immediately sent Thakurdas a wire asking
Thakurdas to inform Hoare that hc had “‘done nothing to embarrass or
organize any opposition’” and to *“assure him’” that **he will not only find
me never embarrassing but really helpful if only there was more trust
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which is hopelessly lacking [in] India..."’* :

Thakurdas, whom Birla wanted to represent India at Ottawa, was quite
categorical about granting preference even (o Lancashire goods. Earlier, in
March 1930, Thakurdas had assured the raj that he would vote preferences.
He promised the Indian Cotton Enquiry Committee, Manchester, that he
would do all he could to further its interests and *'strengthen the relationship
between India and Lancashire'’® He denied that there was ‘‘any
incompatibility of interest between England and India’’.”’

As A.D.D. Gordon observed, **‘Thus any condemnation was only show,
and designed to cover from public view a secret process which involved
short-circuiting the imperial chain of influence.’ "

The year 1933, according to H. Venkatasubbiah, ‘‘saw a reconciliation
between the two’’ — the government and the business magnates. ‘‘Both
seemed keen to 'normalize’ relations. Representatives of industry joined
those of Government in the negotiations for concluding a trade agreement
between India and Japan,'* and Joseph Bhore, India government’s Commerce
Member, ‘‘came in praise’” for this trade agreement at the 1934 annual
meeting of the FICCL* Though resented by the Ahmedabad mill-owners,
the Lancashire-Bombay agreement (or Lees-Mody Pact) granting Lancashire
goods further preference ‘‘than that unanimously recommended by the
Tariff Board'’,* was concluded in 1933, B. Chatterji writes that ‘‘the
Lancashire men thought that they could see signs of a change of heart.
[Raymond] Streat [of the Manchester Chamber of Commerce] cited as
evidence Birla’s talks with Lord Derby in the summer of 1934 when he
had made 'vague suggestions’ of a more co-operative attitude.... Even
Kasturbhai Lalbhai [the leading mill magnate of Ahmedabad] spoke of the
desirability of a period of soft pedalling so far as political agitation was
concerned, and went out of his way to indicate that...he and his group were
prepared to consider economic co-operation with the UK. in general,
provided that they should be admitted into the councils at which policy
should be hammered out’.”"

An FICCI memorandum of January 1936 contended that the Ottawa
agreement hampered the trade relations with a number of foreign countries,
suggested that it should be terminated and fresh negotiations should be
started with the U.K. as well as other countries for trade treaties in
consultation with representatives of commerce, agriculture and industry in
India.** In March 1936 the Central Legislative Assembly recommended that
“the Ottawa Agreement be terminated without delay’”.*

But it would be wrong to regard such opposition to the Ottawa agreement
or the Indo-British Agreement of 1935 as reflecting the Indian big
bourgeoisie’s antagonism towards imperialist capital. What it sought was
not the termination of the phase of its co-operation with British capital but
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a better bargain within its framework. Seeking to remove all misgivings
about ‘‘the attitude of the Federation on the question of co-operation with
Government’’, Padampat Singhania, presiding over the annual session of
the FICCI in 1936, emphasized ‘‘the importance of rapport between the
Federation and the Government’” and stated that the Committee of the
FICCI *‘would always be willing to co-operate with the Government of
India in negotiating trade treaties either with the U.K., the Dominions or
India’s foreign customers on a genuinely reciprocal basis...""*

To quote B. Chatterji, ‘‘denunciations did not mean the end of the
principle of economic co-eperation. Among the Indian commercial classes,
as the Viceroy gloomily observed, there was 'a conviction that if India
denounced the agreement, the U.K. would, for political as well as economic
reasons, hurry forward with offers of an agreement much more favourable
to India’.”*¥

During the thirties both the Indian big bourgeosie and British capital
felt the need for a joint front against foreign trespassers into this British
colony as well as indigenous rivals. A process of greater integration between
the two started taking place. The growth of British expatriate managing
agencies was sluggish in the thirties and whatever fresh British capital was
forthcoming could not fulfil their needs. During the inter-war period,
especially in the thirties, a new relationship developed between the British
managing agencies and Indian big capital. The banians and brokers of
British firms, whose industrial career had just begun or was about to begin
- the Birlas, Goenkas, Bangurs, Jatias, Jalans, Bajorias, etc. — increasingly
invested in the companies controlled by British capital. They were allowed
seats on the boards of the companies in which they invested but no share
of control. Control remained firmly in the hands of the British managing
agencies. ‘‘From the First World War onwards™ ", writes Tomlinson, “*British-
controlled firms, starved of capital from London, were forming alliances
with Indian businessmen...”"* This process was going on not only in
Calcutta but in Bombay and other places, too. A fusion of European and
Indian big capital was taking place and large chunks of Indian big capital,
subordinated to foreign capital, played the role of a junior partner.”

Besides, in the thirties and the early forties, British and Indian managing
agencies combined and merged their cement units in a4 monopolistic
organization like the Associated Cement Companics (ACC) as well as sct
up cartel-like organizations like the Indian Sugar Syndicate and a joint
syndicatc of ACC and the Dalmia Jain group-controlled cement companies.
They also joined hands to establish the Employers™ Federation of India in
1933. The 1930s was a period of getting closer together as partners for the
joint exploitation of India.

Two significant processes were at work at this time. First, the character
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of British investment in India began to change in the late twenties and in
the thirties. Previously the typical foreign investment was small, made by
individuals and directed by expatriates through managing agency firms.
But these finms — Andrew Yule, Bird-Heilgers, Jardine Skinner, Ralli Bros,
Killick Nixon, Brady and Co., British India Corporation and others — had
served their main age-old purpose: that of mediating between metropolitan
capital and the Indian market and sources of raw materials. Though they
controlled some manufacturing units like jute mills, cotton mills and
engineering units, mining companies and tea plantations, they were chiefly
exporters of jute, jute goods, tea, raw cotton, shellac, etc. and importers
of manufactured goods like cotton textiles and yarn, paper, various other
consumer goods and machinery.

A change had come over metropolitan capital itself during the inter-
war period. Till World War 1, Britain’s staple industries were cotton
textiles, coal, ship-building and iron and steel. Even before the War these
British industries, except ship-building, were losing their competitive
strength. The supremacy of the first great industrial power of the world was
challenged by the U.S.A., Germany, France and Belgium. By the early
1890s, Britain was surpassed by the U.S.A. and Germany in the production
of steel, ‘the crucial commodity of industrialization®. British industrics like
cotton textiles relied for their market mainly on the colonies.

British capital had lagged behind the new industrial powers in the
formation of monopolies and cartels and the adoption of mass production
methods. But during the inter-war period there was increasing concentration
and centralization of capital and, as a result, monopoly capitalism developed
in Britain. It was the period which saw the rise of giant monopoly firms
like Imperial Chemical Industries, Unilever, Guest, Keen and Nettlefold
and G.E.C. As Eric Hobsbawm observes, “*in 1914 Britain was perhaps the
least concentrated of the great industrial economies, and in 1939 one of
the most’’. And whilce the old industries declined, the new growth industries
like electricals, automobiles, aircraft, rayon and silk prospered from about
1924,

" Taking advantage of the protection afforded to industries in India, new
giant corporations sct up their branches and subsidiaries here. As Hobsbawm
puts it, *‘gradually the sun of the old-fashioned rentier was setting’’ and
the sun of the giant transnational was rising.** The days of the old expatriate
managing agencies were numbered. British and other foreign transnationals
like ICI, Unilcver, Philips, Union Carbide, Metal Box, Guest, Keen and
Nettlefold, Dunlop, British Oxygen, Glaxo and Swedish Maitch established
their manufacturing units in India to dominate its industry. By 1947,
according to Tomlinson, "about half of British private capital holdings in
India was direct forcign investincnt (DFI) in the subsidiaries of British-
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based companies.... direct investment (which can be associated with the
activities of multinational enterprises, or MNEs) was mostly in the 'new’
industries of chemicals, processed foods, pharmaceuticals, paints and
varnishes, and so on.”” On account of changes in the structure of the British
capital and employment markets, the British expatriate sector in India
found it difficult to raise new capital and recruit suitable personnel from
Britain during the late twenties and thirties, and could hardly respond to
the new opportunities that were opening up. It was the ‘ ‘subsidiary companies
of British multinational firms, which became the dynamic sector of foreign
business enterprise from the 1930s onwards’’.*

Another event of far-reaching importance was taking place. As Britain
was no longer the leading capitalist country of the world, the inter-war
period marked the beginning of the transition from India’s unilateral
dependence on Britain to its multilateral dependence on several advanced
capitalist countries led by the U.S.A. The process had started: from a
monopoly possession of Britain, India was changing into a happy hunting
ground of th¢ monopolists of different imperialist countries.® It was the
humble beginning of a process that was to culminate in every major
industrial unit set up in India after the transfer of power in 1947 becoming
dependent on the technology and capital from imperialist countries.

The establishment of branches by foreign transnationals - the ‘India
Ltd.s’- was viewed with suspicion by a section of Indian business magnates
during the late thirties. But what they were opposed to was not ‘“‘the
increasing influx into India of foreign-controlled industrial establishments”,
but the setting-up of fully-owned subsidiaries of the powerful transnationals.
Already, in 1929, the Tatas had joined a Morgan subsidiary to set up a
company to control its three big hydro-electric companies. In the late
thirties Walchand Hirachand was inviting U.S. transnationals to build
automobile and aircraft factories in India with him as a collaborator, and
the Birlas were exploring chances of collaboration with U.S. (and later,
British) automobile giants to set up an automobile plant in India. They
knew, as everybody else should know, that advanced technology and
capital goods embodying it are the key to power — the key which the
transnationals possessed and they did not (and do not even today). What
they wanted was a stake in the luscious enterprises of the multinationals.>!
Truly, *‘the 1930s saw the start of a new era, an era which contained the
origins of many of the prominent features of post-independence [sic!]
India’" 5*

In the late twenties and in the thirties the Indian business magnates
resented the raj’s monetary policy — pegging the rupee to sterling at the
fixed ratio of Is. 6d. and currency restriction. But, as Markovits observes,
“*As far as commercial policy is concerned... in the 1930s the strengthening
of India’s imperial connection proved largely beneficial to its traders and

Google



TOWARDS GREATER COLLABORATION 15

industrialists’’ and that the positive aspects of the raj’s commercial and
financial policies ~ positive from the point of view of the business magnates
- “‘tended to overshadow the negative aspects of the currency restriction
and financial stringency’’.>® And during this period there was closer
interweaving of Indian big capital with foreign, especially British, capital
than before. Coming events were casting their shadows before.
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CHAPTER TWO

IN QUEST OF PERPETUAL FRIENDSHIP

‘A New Age Has Begun'’

With the signing of the Gandhi-Irwin Pact in March 1931 Gandhi
announced: “‘An age has passed.... A new age has begun.’’ He declared
that while *“‘civil disobedience and jail-going, or direct action was the
method to be followed before the settlement, the way of argument and
negotiation takes its place’’ after it.!

During his negotiations with Irwin Gandhi had confided several times
to the Viceroy his hope that **if would never be necessary at all’” 1o resume
civil disobedience and his resolve ‘‘to throw his whole heart and soul into
trying to co-operate in constitution-building...”’? After concluding the pact
Gandhi affirmed time and again that he would *‘strain every nerve to make
absolutely final what today is provisional’’ and hoped that the conflict with
the raj would end *'for all time’' and that the truce would be permanent.’
So while embarking ‘‘on a career of co-operation’’, he directed his appeals
to the princes of the native states as well as to the English. *‘If India is
to come to her own through conference and consultation™’, he said to them,
‘“‘the goodwill and active help of Englishmen are absolutely necessary.’™

Now it was “‘perpetual friendship’’ he longed for. ‘‘If a permanent
settlement’’, wrote Gandhi to Walchand Hirachand, ‘‘is the aim of the
provisional settlement, as it undoubtedly is, boycott or exclusion, by whatever
name we call it, should cease whilst an attempt at perpetual friendship
continues.’’? ‘

A new age had dawned-an age when all semblance of direct action
was ruled out. ‘“The settlement’”, he told his audience in Gujarat, ‘‘has
been made in the hope that what has now to be secured will be done
through talks, discussions and negotiations.’’® And he declared: ‘‘Having
suspended civil disobedience, we now enter a period of disciplined
obedience.’”’

What did the Gandhis and Nehrus hope to achieve through discussions
and negotiations at the next Round Table Conference with the representatives
of the Bnitish raj and a crowd of princes, business magnates and various
other Indian agents of imperialism-all hand-picked by the raj? Gandhi had
already agreed with Viceroy Irwin that ‘‘the scope of. the further
constitutional discussions’® would be confined to considerations of *‘the
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scheme for the constitutional government of India discussed at the [first]
RTC". Gandhi and the Congress Working Committee had already agreed
to the Crown control of defence, external affairs, the position of minorities,
emergency situations, an overwhelmingly large part of India’s finance and
so on.®

Besides the ‘reservations and safeguards’ to ensure the continuity of
direct imperial rule, there would be the princes, as envisaged by the all-
India ‘federation’, to buttress it. As R.J. Moore writes, even the Indian
demand for dominion status was diverted "*to the nebulous formula: central
responsibility with reservations and safeguards upon the creation of an all-
India federation’’.” The “‘new age'’ which Gandhi and other Congress
leaders looked forward to would confer neither independence nor dominion
status but some doses of self-government which would do no harm to the
imperial order.

What the Congress leaders wanted above everything else was an end
to conflict with British imperialism and resolved 1o stick to the constitutional
path, the path of ‘‘talks, discussions, and negotiations™ . The fear of flaming
mass discontent or uncontrolled, violent, popular upsurge had persuaded
Gandhi to initiate controlled, limited mass actions in 1919, 1920, and 1930
in order to defuse the revolutionary situations, to ‘sterilize the forces of
violence™, as he said.' But what followed them exceeded the worst fears
of the Congress leaders as well as those of the big bourgeois. Sholapur,
Peshawar, Chittagong, etc., were pointers. The militant peasant struggles
in U.P. and elsewhere were no less disquieting. The Gandhis, wiser after
these experiences, wanted to abandon for all time even innocuous satyagrahic
mass action and enter an era of co-operation with the British raj.

The most outstanding leaders of the Indian big bourgeoisie - Sir
Purshotamdas Thakurdas and G.D. Birla -hailed the Gandhi-Irwin agreement
as the model to be followed. Thakurdas described it as *‘a return to
political sanity’’." Birla, the ‘radical nationalist’, was more eloquent. ‘‘The
Irwin-Gandhi Pact™’, he wrote, *‘was a great step towards binding India and
Great Britain together....It struck at the roots of the method of securing
political advance by means of disorder, and substituted the method of
mutual discussion and confidence.'"

Though the big bourgeoisie enthusiastically welcomed the pact, wide
sections of the people condemned it as ‘‘betrayal’’. Several provincial
Congress Committees like that of Bengal were opposed to it. At their
conferences, which were held at the same time as the Karachi session of
the Congress, the Workers and Peasants Party and the All-India Youth
League denounced it as well as the Congress decision to attend the next
RTC. The youth of Bombay ‘‘were complctely opposed to the peace
negotiated by Gandhi'". Instead of looking forward to co-operation with
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imperialism, the Bombay Youth League, at a meeting held in June 1931,
exhorted the leaders to ‘launch a further campaign of civil disobedience’.
The non-communist militant leaders of Bombay’s working class, like G.L.
Kandalkar, president of the Girni Kamgar Union, who had earlier tried o
rally the working class behind the Congress, ‘‘denounced the settlement
as a betrayal of the interests of the workers and peasants in the sub-
continent’’." In Gujarat, the Patidar peasantry had responded to the call
for civil disobedience by refusing to pay land-revenue and were subjected
to severe repression. But what broke their morale, according to David
Hardiman, was not the official repression but the Gandhi-Irwin Pact. Neither
were their confiscated lands restored to them nor was land-revenue halved,
as one of Gandhi’s ‘Eleven Points’ had stipulated. ‘*The Patidars therefore
considered the pact a betrayal.”’" So did the peasants of coastal Andhra.”
The reaction was not different elsewhere.

As Gandhi was faced with mounting criticism of the pact, he went on
declaring: ‘*The Congress is out to win purna swaraj at the earliest possible
moment’’; ‘‘We are pledged to the Lahore resolution’’; **The settiement
does in no way commit us to a position less than the Lahore resolution’”.'*
Gandhi seemed to have a unique capacity of equating Crown control over
defence, foreign affairs, a large part of finance, internal administration and
so on with complete independence, the demand of the Lahore resolution.
While this was his public stance, he told Irwin in private that his goal was
not complete independence, not secession from the empire, not the break-
up of the empire.!” He told journalists that *'purna swaraj would be possible
within the British empire...."" Then, as if by sleight of hand he caused the
empire to disappear and declared: ‘*‘The Empire no longer remains, it
having turned into 4 Commonwealth, and swaraj within the Commonwealth
is perfectly possible.”!®

The Hindu-Muslim Problem

But the road to purna swaraj within the empire was not wholly smooth.
There were problems ahead. One such problem was differences between
the elite Hindus and the elite Muslims.

The imperial strategy of devolution of power by stages killed two birds
with one stone. It helped the raj to build collaborative structures at every
stage to ensure the security of its vital interests as well as exacerbated the
communal conflict and helped to implement its policy of ‘divide and rule’.
The Congress strategy of attaining its goal by stages *‘through conferences
and consultation’’, which was intended not to disturb the status quo violently,
ideally fitted into the imperial strategy and suited its interests as well as

Google



IN QUEST OF PERPETUAL FRIENDSHIP 21

those of the big bourgeoisie, the princes and big landlords. But devolution
at every stage was preceded by protracted negotiations between the raj and
the elite leaders of the different communities and interests (except the
toiling people). The negotiation table-round or rectangular- gave rise to
violent disunity between the elite leaders, for each section fought for a
larger share of the British concessions and tried to rally its co-religionists
to add strength to its demands.

In the course of his presidential address to the Cocanada (Kakinada)
session of the Congress at the end of 1923 Maulana Mohammed Ali rightly
said:

‘“The adjustment of communal shares in representative institutions,
local, provincial and all-India, and in the administration also, give rise
to bitter communal Jissensions, and here it is clearly impossible to shift
the blame on the masses. Once more personal ambitions, well or ill
disguised as communal interests, play a great part..."*"?

Personal ambitions worked havoc only when these were closely
interwoven with the interests of certain powerful classes or strata playing
for bigger stakes. It was only when highly ambitious individuals became
the front-men of these classes that they became strong enough to sway the
masses. It 1s not surprising that in a colonial and semi-feudal society (or
societies) the poison of communalism churned up at the top flowed down
and infected the ordinary, unsophisticated people of the two communities,
whose real interests were the same — both economic and political-and were
opposed to the interests of the alien rulers and of those whom, ironically,
they looked up to and followed as their leaders. This process was initiated
and guided by the British imperialists, who ‘‘regarded’’, as Churchill did,
“the Hindu-Moslem feud as a bulwark of British rule in India™ .2

Actually two processes were at work - the process which started from
below, the people irrespective of castes and creeds uniting and resisting
alien rule and domestic oppression, and the process initiated from above
by the eljtes of the different communities who could not come to a
reasonable compromise over their demands, roused communal animosity
and disrupted the unity of the people. The upsurge of people’s struggles
at different times, led by little-known heroes thrown up by the struggles,
showed that the people of different communities often united to resist
oppression; and that the genuine resistance against foreign and domestic
exploiters submerged their communal and caste differences and integrated
them with one another. In the absence of a revolutionary party it was the
politics of the elite leaders that disrupted their unity.

The solution of the communal problem lay in the lasting revolutionary
unity of the people against imperialism and its native allies. Alternatively,
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there could be an elite-level unity, which, though not a solution of the
problem, would not have excited communal passions and diverted
anti-imperialist, anti-feudal struggles into the communal channel and
carnage. Even such unity remained a mirage.

It appears that Muslim leaders laid the greatest emphasis on the federal
character of future India and on the autonomy of the federating units with
the residuary powers vested in the units. On the other hand, Congress
leaders wanted a unitary India with a strong centre. There lay the crux of
their differences. Muslim leaders offered to give up separate electorates not
only in 1927 but several times afterwards, if this demand of theirs was
met.

In Last Words of Maulana Mohammed Ali, which he dictated in the
form of an open letter to the British Prime Minister just on the eve of his
death in London early in January 1931, Mohammed Ali, then a delegate
to the first RTC, a former Congress President and Gandhi’s erstwhilc
militant associate, said:

““The small monopolistic caste that desires to remain in control of
the destinies of the Hindu community and that being the majority
community. of the Indian nation as a whole through it — is the caste...
of the Banya... | am more anxious than any [other] Indian perhaps to get
rid of the foreign incubus...of a ‘nation of shopkeepers’ controlling our
destinies.... I do not wish to create a home-made incubus of shopkeepers
of our own.... To my mind most of the agitation today is being financed
and partly for selfish reasons, by the banias of Bombay and Gujarat....
The Mussalmans desire and this is the crux of their 14 points and not
separate electorates - that there should be federal government so that
the central government with a permanent Hindu majority should not
override them everywhere.... Unless in these few provinces® Muslim
majorities arc established by the new constitution, I submit, not as a threat
but as a very humble and friendly warning. there will be civil war in India.
Let there be no mistake about that.’’**

In March and April 1931, several Muslim conferences were held. It
is significant that, despite differences on other issues, it was the unanimous
demand of all these conferences, organized by Congress, pro-Congress as
well as anti-Congress Muslim leaders, that the future constitution of India
should be federal with full autonomy for the federating units and with
residuary powers vested in them. This was the demand of the Council of
the All India Muslim League, which met on 15 March 1931. The same
demand was raised by the All India Muslim Conference, the All India Shia
Political Conference as well as the All India Muslim Nationalists’ Conference
- all held in April 1931. The leading lights of the Muslim Nationalists’
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Conference were Congress leaders like Dr Ansari, Abbas Tyabji, Dr Syed
Mahmud and Tasadduq Sherwani.”

Maulana Mohammed Ali or the League looked at this demand for
autonomy of the units from the communal angle, for the Muslim leaders
hoped that the Muslim elite would be able to dominate Muslim-majority
provinces, if these were autonomous within a federal India with a weak
centre. The Muslim business elite, much weaker than its Hindu and Parsi
counterparts, was afraid that it could hardly expect to enjoy a share of
power in a unitary India with an overwhelming Hindu majority.

The demand of the Muslim leaders was directed against the Congress
leaders’ aim of building an autocratic state embracing the whole of India
- the state mainly of Hindu and Parsi big compradors and feudal elements.
But the Muslim leaders’ demand for provincial autonomy was quite distinct
from the incipient demand of the various nationalities of India for autonomy,
for the right of every nationality to govern its own affairs and to decide
its own future - including whether or not to remain a part of the federation.
Such a demand depended for its fulfilment on the abolition of colonial rule
and the abolition of feudalism - anathema both to the Congress and the
League. It was colonial rule which had subverted the historical process of
the formation of nations in this sub-continent. Provinces of ‘Brilish India’
and ‘native states’ were so constituted as to split up nationalities - Oriya,
Telugu, Malayali, Kanarese, Maharashtrian, Gujarati, Rajasthani, Punjabi
and so on -into fragments, tagged to different provinces and ‘states’, and
had subjected them to ‘multiple partition’. The Congress leaders’
determination to have a strong Centre armed with overriding powers over
the provincial units in this multi-national, multi-lingual sub-continent, the
home of about one-sixth of the human race, was most pemicious. But the
Muslim leaders’ demand actually amounted to the demand for domination
of Muslim-majority provinces by Muslim compradors and landlords. They
trampled underfoot provincial autonomy when Pakistan became a reality
and adopted an equally autocratic concentration of powers in the structure
of the Pakistani state.

Abul Kalam Azad expressed the fears of the Muslim leadership inside
and outside the Congress when he said: **All over the world, the tendency
was for the decentralization of power. In a country so vast as India and
with people so diverse in language, customs and geographical conditions,
a unitary government was obviously most unsuitable. Decentralization of
power in a federal government would also help to allay the fears of the
minorities.’”

As it will be seen, it was this struggle for centralization of all powers
versus decentralization, for a unitary state versus a sort of federation, that
ultimately led to the emergence of Pakistan.
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The Nehru Constitution, framed by the Nehrus- father and son- and
Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru in 1928 and acclaimed by the Congress leaders,
envisaged India as a unitary state and empowered the central governient
o override clected provincial legislatures and ministries and even (o dismiss
them.*

Pestered with the insistent Muslim demand for a federal constitution
and autonomy for federating units with residuary powers vested in them,
the Congress Working Committee, which met from 7 o 13 July 1931,
adopted ‘‘a scheme for communal solution’’, which inter alia stated: *“The
future constitution of the country shall be federal. The residuary powers
shall vest in the federating units, unless, on further examination, it is found
to be against the best interests of India.”” This was transparently evasive,
rather deceptive, as most of the important resolutions and statements of the
Congress leaders were. As the author of the official history of the Congress
and Gandhi's long-time associate pointed out, the mahatma, *‘with his
usual resourcefulness, added the subjunctive clause, ‘unless, on further
examination, it is found to be against the best interests of India™".*’
Gandhi’s *‘usual resourcefulness’”, which helped the Congress leaders to
tackle inconvenient situations and won the admiration not only of
Sitaramayya but of his other associates, prompted Viceroy Wavell much
later to comment that Gandhi was ‘‘a consummate master of evasive
tactics’’ and that Gandhi ‘“‘has brought to a fine art the technique of
vagueness and of never making a statement which is not somehow so
qualified or worded that he cannot be pinned down to anything definite’".*®

Writing to Dr Syed Mahmud, one of the Congress leaders who had
taken a prominent role in the All India Muslim Nationalists’ Conference
in April 1931, Nehru said: ‘‘About the residuary powers vesting in the
provinces, [ do not agrec. This is bound to encourage provincialism...”
Nehru was always for a strong Centre, so devoutly wished for by the big
Hindu bania, as Mohammed Ali said: Nehru insisted that ‘*‘We must
continue taking a strong line regardless of what others may do’’. Even the
claim for genuine autonomy for the provinces - not sovereignty and
secession- which a Muslim delegate to the RTC demanded, upset Nehru,”
as it does India’s ruling classes even today.

In 1931 the prospect of achieving elite-level unity appeared to Gandhi
none too bright. Neither a meeting of the delegates to the second RTC on
21 March 1931, convened by the Viceroy, nor his discussions with Muslim
leaders brought them any nearer to a settlement of the rival claims. During
his prolonged interview with Home Secretary Emerson from 13 to 16 May
1931, *‘Gandhi made the suggestion that Lord Irwin might even act as an
.arbitrator”’.* Gandhi and the Congress leadership would not seek what
might be a basis for the solution of the problem but were prepared to
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entrust the proverbial ‘monkey” for finding it out and deciding the fate of
the people.

Gandhi's earlier optimism somewhat faded and with the differences
between the elite leaders remaining unbridged, he felt quite diffident about
attending the RTC.*' But the Working Committee decided in favour of
participation in the conference.

““A Help and Not a Hindrance”’

There were other unpleasant developments. Gandhi was quite anxious
to fulfil the terms of the agreement with Irwin and instructed Congress
Committees to do so and to see that land revenue and rent were paid by
the peasants.” Gujarat, Uttar Pradesh and, to a minor extent, the NWFP
caused much worry to Gandhi, Patel and Nehru. In Gujarat, according to
the terms of the Gandhi-Irwin agreement, the Patidar peasants, whose
movable and immovable properties had been confiscated during the Civil
Disobedience Movement and sold away for a song, would not get them
back; the mukhis or village patels who had resigned their jobs in response
to Gandhi’s call and had been replaced would not be reinstated. Gujarat
was sullen and all Gandhi's exhortations and promises to redress the
wrongs failed to cheer the people up. Gandhi exhorted ‘‘the Satyagraha
Farmer’® in the name of ‘‘dharma’’ to pay up the land revenue ‘‘even at
the cost of some hardship to ourselves™ .

Emerson, the Home Secretary, appreciated that **Gandhi himself had
done his utmost to get the revenue-payers to play the game.... There
scemed to be no difference in principle between the Government of India,
the local Government and Mr Gandhi.”"* In April Lord Willingdon succeeded
Irwin as Viceroy of India. The raj was relentless in extorting, ¢ven by using
force, not only current revenue but also arrears at a time when prices of
agricultural produce had fallen steeply and when the peasants had suffered
greatly during the civil disobedience movement. Vallabhbhai Patel wrote
to Nebru from Ahmedabad: *‘The opponent is firing heavily and the
Congress here is completely out of action. Poor peasantry believing in
Bapu’s word paid all their current dues. Now they are being prosecuted
for past arrears.’’*

Uttar Pradesh, Nehru's province, was another headache for the leaders.
When Nehru informed Gandhi of large-scale evictions of tenants because
of their inability to pay high rents on account of the catastrophic fall in
prices of agricultural products, Gandhi advised him to scek an interview
with U.P. Governor Malcolm Hailey. He added: **We must not be in any
shape or form, directly or indirectly, party to the breach [of the settlement]....

Google



26 INDIA AND THE RAJ 1919-1947

Government and the Congress are supposed to be co-operating with each
other.” Earlier, on 23 May, after secing the U.P. Governor and prominent
talukdars of U.P., Gandhi issued a manifesto. While describing the governor
as sympathetic and suggesting some remission in certain districts, he asked
the statutory and non-occupancy tenants to pay 50 per cent of the rent and
the occupancy tenants 75 per cent. He advised them (o pay more if they
were able to do so. He said: “*Congressmen cannot, we do not, seek to
injure the zamindars.... When millions become untruthful and violent, 1t
will mean self-destruction. You will therefore suffer injury without
retaliation.”’

“Forcible collections’” and *‘wholesale ejectments’” of tenants from
their lands led to a situation which, as Nehru said, *'in most other countries
would have resulted in a big peasant rising’". “'I think’", Nehru added, ‘it
was very largely due to the efforts of the Congress which kept the tenants
from indulging in violent activity. But there was an abundance of violence
against them.”” In a “*Note on U.P. Rent and Revenue Situation™, dated
18 April 1931, Nehru wrote that Congress Icaders like him were trying to
bring under control the peasants *“‘embittered by economic misfortune and
by harassment from the landlords and sometimes the police’’. “*In spite of
this great provocation however'’, wrote Nehru, *“the peasantry has been
generally kept in control and the lapses on their part, regrettable and
unfortunate as they were, have been few.'™

‘The raj was ‘‘hopeful, in the words of the U.P. Governor, of ‘being
able to utilise his [Gandhi’s] influence’ in the solution of rural difficulties’”.*®

In mid-June, Gandhi was advising Mobhanlal Saksena, an important
Congress leader of U.P.: ““On your side it is all well, so long as you hold
the kisans in check. Bul Jawaharlal's presence must now ease the situation.
He has no difficulty with the kisans and restraining them.”” Nehru, after
regretting the ‘‘great hardships’’ and ‘'miserable condition’’, chided the
kisans of Allahabad for having resorted to violenee at some places. He
asked them to ‘‘remember, whether the zamindars ill-treat you or not, you
will not ill-treat them’’. He exhorted the peasants who were evicted from
their lands and homes, harassed in the law-court, forced into debt-slavery
or oppressed in other ways to suffer all such persecutions *‘patiently and
courageously’’.*® He decried every kind of resistance by the kisans- violent
or non-violent. He was opposed to peasant panchayats* deciding civil and
criminal cases, imposing fines and advising social boycott. While he claimed
that he was ‘‘a greater socialist than perhaps others™’y he assured Raja
Rampal Singh, a big landlord: “‘I do not want to accelerate a class war
between the zamindars and the tenants.”’*! But in the fierce class war that
was raging he, like Gandhi and other big Congress leaders, played a role
that helped the zamindars to suppress the tenants.
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But despite them, ‘‘peasants in many places’’, to quote Gyanendra
Pandey, ‘‘took matters into their own hands and resisted oppression in
whatever way they could’". There was ‘*agitation among groups of peasants
in districts from Farrukhabad to Azamgarh. Violent clashes occurred in
several districts where the Congress was not strong enough to bring about
‘compromise’ solutions and "discipline’ the peasants. In June-July 1931 the
situation was considered particularly dangerous in Bara Banki, Rae Bageli,
Unnao and parts of Allahabad, and in Bara Banki gatherings of armed
villagers were reported to have become common.”

Naturally, Nehru heartily disliked the “extremist’ peasant leaders like
Kalka Prasad, who were preaching ‘no rent’, organizing peasants on militant
lines and helping to develop what was **almost an insurrectionary situation’
(to borrow Pandey’s expression). Nehru tried by all means to isolate them,
and the raj on its part co-operated by trying to put them behind bars. In
order to suppress the peasant struggle against the agrarian system and the
colonial state machinery, led by Baba Ramchandra, Kalka Prasad and other
militant leaders, the Nehrus set up in May 1931 a separate Kisan Sangh
as a Congress wing flaunting the creed of non-violence with Sitla Sahai,
close to the Congress leadership, as its president. The Congress leadership
took disciplinary action against those who **offended against the creed [of
non-violence] or otherwise misbehaved |[sic] themselves''. To quote
Gyanendra Pandey, the ‘‘Intelligence Department observed in October
1931 that all had been quiet in Rae Bareli since Nehru’s visit in June....
What, however, is astonishing is the amount of unexpected (and indeed
unrecognized) aid that the regime received from the conscious actions of
an ostensibly ‘radical’ Congress leadership.”'#

Quiet prevailed in Rae Bareli but several other districts remained
unquiet. Gandhi and Nehru also appealed to the government to be reasonable
and grant certain concessions. They sought to play the role of intermediaries
between the government and the peasants, but the raj would not allow them
to play that role. The raj was remorseless. In U.P., it not only helped the
landlords to extort as much rent from the tenants as possible but also
imposed in certain areas a punitive tax of 20 per cent of the fent. *‘Brutality
of combined Government-landlord action’’ was a feature.

The situation became a desperate one. On 15 October the Allahabad
District Congress Cominittee was forced to seek permission from the
UPPCC to start a no-rent and no-revenue campaign, much to the anguish
of Nehru, who greatly regretted the step in his communications to the Chief
Secretary, U.P. Government and the Private Secretary to the Viceroy.*

On 16 October Nehru wrote to Gandhi, who was then in London:

*‘It is really deplorable to what a pass we have reduced the tenants
largely because of the advice we gave. They followed the advice for a
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while and talked of paying 8 annas and 12 annas... but... they were
proceeded against and finally ejected. Meanwhile of course there were
all manner of acts of oppression.... Not only were they ejected from their
lands but they were sent to prison and fined for trespass.’’

On the same day he sent two cables -- one to Gandhi, informing him
of the Allahabad DCC's request for permission, and the other to Congress
president Patel, wanting the Working Committee to consider the situation.
Gandhi authorized him to take whatever steps he thought necessary. U.P.
Governor Hailey *‘felt that Jawaharlal was bluffing, and that the telegraphic
correspondence with Gandhi was as much meant for the official censor as
for themselves’’.*

Though armed with Gandhi’s permission as well as the Congress
president’s, Nehru said on 23 October at the Allahabad District Kisan
Conference: *‘Satyagraha is the only effective weapon which could allay
the distress, but that weapon has to be laid aside for the moment on account
of the truce. The Congress therefore is helpless...."” But, despite his advice,
the Kisan Conference resolved that the tenants of the whole district would
resort to a no-rent campaign if the government refused to accept their
demands. So, on 28 November, Nehru conveyed his ‘‘deep regrets’” to the
- Viceroy that the Congress had been *‘compelled to advise the peasantry
in Allahabad district to withhold payment of rent and revenue till relief is
obtained’’, but assured him ‘‘that we tried our utmost to avoid it [this
course] and to find a way out of the difficulty’’.?’

Nehru was in the somewhat difficult situation of a person who must
save his face before the people for the sake of his political career and must
at the same time collaborate with the imperialist-feudal combine and
invoke ‘ideological’ and political ‘principles’ to thwart any peasant
resistance. In a statement to the press on the U.P. Instigation and Emergency
Powers Ordinance of 14 December, issued by the raj to stamp out all
peasant resistance, Nehru congratulated himself and his colleagues on the
work accomplished by them: ‘*..I make bold to say that there is no
instance anywhere of an agrarian movement on such a vast scale and
accompanied by so much suffering and repression remaining peaceful to
such a remarkable extents This has solely been due to our insistence on
non-violence,’ '

Writing in the Communist International, a contributor correctly observed:

“‘Gandhi and his inseparable pandit Jawaharlal Nehru... constantly
called on the oppressed and enslaved India to give up any idea of violence,
thus clearing a path for themselves through the mass movement to
negotiations with the Viceroy and to the Round Table Conference.''*
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The North-West Frontier Province, where rebellion was widespread,
was another province which Gandhi tried to bring under control. With the
restoration of British rule in the Peshawar city on 4 May 1930, violent anti-
imperialist struggle engulfed different districts including the tribal areas.
A British author wrote:

“‘For the first time in nearly a century of British rule has the Frontier
capital been attacked and threatened. not by a foreign encmy, but by
tribesmen, in theory subjects of the British Crown. Never in history has
sedition been allowed such complete freedom to paralyse the authority.’”®

Machine-gunning, bombing from the air—dropping as many as 6,000
bombs in a single day -and so on were resorted to to quell the revolt. More
of it later.

After signing the agreement with Irwin, Gandhi sought the government’s
permission to proceed to the NWFEP to restore peace there, sent his son
Devdas Gandhi on the same mission, and directed Ghaffar Khan to *‘smooth
[the] trouble’.®' He prescribed khadi work for the rebellious Pathans
expecting that it would have a calming influence on them.

Gandhi also did whatever he could to **counteract the growth of the
violent revolutionary movement’”.

Before his execution, Sukhdev, Bhagat Singh’s comrade, wrote from
his prison cell to Gandhi that Gandhi's open calis (0 the revolutionarics
to give up their struggles were helping the colonial rulers to isolate them
from the people and hunt them down. Pointing out that Gandhi's ‘*appeals
amount to preaching treachery, desertion and betrayal among them™',
Sukhdev suggested that, if Gandhi did not really want to join hands with
the alien rulers, he should either discuss the problem in detail with *‘some
revolutionary leaders - there are so many in jails- and come (o terms with
them’’ or he should **stop these appeals’. In his open reply to Sukhdev’s
letter after his execution, Gandhi, condemning the Sukhdevs as *‘political
assassins’’, refused to do either of the two things suggested by Sukhdev.>

As days passed and as the activities of the national revolutionaries
scaled new heights with the Chittagong uprising, Gandhi’s denunciations
of them grew more fierce keeping pace with the intensification of the
savage repression on them and on the people by the colonial rulers.

A moderate delegate to the second RTC remarked: **Bengal is treated
as in a state of war.”' From 1930 onwards every engine of repression was
being used. Ordinance after ordinance was issued and black acts were
passed to gag the press and stamp out every manifestation of resistance by
the people. State terrorism was at its height. More of it in the next chapter.

One instance may be cited here. There was indiscriminate firing and
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bayonet-charge on the detenus in the Hijli detention camp on 16 September
1931, two detenus were killed and many wounded.* The mass rally held
in Calcutta to denounce the brutal murders was presided over by
Rabindranath Tagore, then more than seventy. Rabindranath had always
been frankly critical of the methods of the national revolutionaries but he
admired their cause and their heroic self-sacrifice and stood by them
whenever they werc victims of savage repression. And he hated the
imperialist oppressors.

Several DCCs in Bengal urged the Congress leadership to register the
protest of the people against the atrocities. The North Calcutta DCC sought
permission for starting satyagraha on these issues. J.M. Sengupta, then
president of the Bengal PCC and member of the Working Committee,
wircd on 17 September to Congress president Patel: **Chittagong and
Bengal appeal to you as President to fix all-India day for protest against
Chittagong atrocities.”’* Far from responding to the appeals, the ‘national’
leaders joined the imperialist chorus in full-throated denunciation of the
national revolutionaries.*

On 8 May 1931 Gandhi, whom Nehru’s trusted friend V.K. Krishna
Menon called ‘‘the so-called apostle of truth and non-violence’’, assured
Sir Darcy Lindsay: *‘many of us are doing everything we can to counteract
the growth of the violent revolutionary movement.”” All this should not be
construed as the mahatma’s flights of disinterested idealism. Lest his useful
work, complementary to that of the colonial rulers, should be overlooked,
Gandhi assured the British monarch’s deputy in India: **I am trving in all
humility to overtake the mischief as far as it is humanly possible.”” In his
reply of 31 July, the Viceroy expressed his appreciation of Gandhi’s role.>

Gandhi and Nehru sought to mobilize the Congress and the people
against the revolutionaries- a task which the alien rulers could not do. At
the AICC meeting, held on 6 August, Gandhi moved a resolution calling
upon “‘Congress organizations to carry on special propaganda against all
acts of public violence [violence by the people, not by the rulers] even
when provocation is given for such deeds’. It also appealed ‘‘to the
nationalist press to use all its influence in this behalf’’. Gandhi deprecated
“‘harping on the violence of Government and applauding the sacrifice and
courage of our youths’’. His complete silence over the reign of terror
unleashed by the British imperialists in Bengal was eloquent. In the lengthy
memorandum that Gandhi submitted to the Home Secretary of the
Government of India in July, detailing the ‘‘breaches of peace’’ by the
- government and acts of repression, there is not a word about the savage
atrocities on the revolutionaries and the people in Bengal.’’

Nehru preached: ‘‘we do not follow the military method. The beauty
is that even one man can fight a whole army. It is a fight of the soul, of
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the inner strength’” (as if the Nehrus possessed greater strength of the soul
than those who courted indescribable suffering, even death, for what they
believed to be the cause of Indian freedom). Nehru wrote: **...it becomes
essential for us even from the lower ground of expediency to counteract
with all the strength that we have any attempts at violence.... Thus they
[the: revolutionaries] must be condemned on human grounds as well as on
political grounds.”” Nehru condemned the cries of *‘Down with Union
Jack’' and they were stopped by the Congress.™

The contradiction of the Congress leaders with British imperialism
was non-antagonistic: they wanted it to be resolved through *‘conference
and consultation’’. But their contradictions with peasants, workers and
petty bourgeois youth who followed the path of struggle against impenialism
was antagonistic. While trying to put down their resistance they invoked
the “‘creed’” of non-violence, in which, according to G.D. Birla, Gandhi’s
“pet child’, nobody believed. 3*

A Hurdle Surmounted

Despite the Congress leaders’ co-operation and *‘disciplined obedience’™
and their fervent appeals. British rulers refused to grant even minor
concessions to make matters somewhat easy for them in Gujarat or U.P.
Already in April 1931, the British Indian government under the new
Viceroy, Willingdon, had begun 1o draft a new, comprehensive emergency
powers ordinance.”” Home Sccretary Emerson’s note on his four-day long
interview with Gandhi in mid-May states that Gandhi *‘realizes the renewal
of the Civil Disobedience Movement will compel Government to hit hard
and hit at once and I have made this perfectly clear to him on many
occasions.... ie does not want another fight'”.*

The raj, as noted before, dismissed the Congress leaders™ claim to act
as the intermediary between the government and the peasants and Gandhi
submitted. All appeals of Gandhi to Willingdon and even (o Irwin that the
Viceroy should nominate M.A. Ansari, a former Congress President, as a
delegate to the RTC, as had been agreed to by Irwin, were rcjected.
(lnterestingly, the Congress Working Committee, keen on Ansari’s
participation in the RTC as a counterpoise to the other Muslim delegates,
could, if it wanted, nominate Ansari as a Congress delegate, but it chose
o have Gandhi as its sole plenipotentiary.)

Gandhi's lengthy memorandum of 21 July, complaining of various
““breaches of truce’” by the governinent, was ignored. He was most worried
about the government's coercive acts in Bardoli and Borsad and appealed
to the Viceroy for granting relief. As no relief was forthcoming despite his
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earnest appeals, he communicated to the Viceroy his decision not to attend
the RTC and gave wide publicity to it. While endorsing this decision, the
Working Committee hastened to clarify that this did not mean the repudiation
of the Gandhi-Irwin agreement and asked Congress Committees and
Congressmen to abide by it

Instead of feeling perturbed at the prospect of the Congress not attending
the RTC, the Viceroy sent Gandhi curt replies. When Gandhi's
announcement of his decision failed to put any pressure on the raj to make
concessions, he sought the intervention of the two. **sub-Viceroys™ - Sir
Tej Bahadur Sapru and M. R. Jayakar - to enable him to attend the RTC.
Instead of *‘relief™", he would be satistied with an *“*impartial and public™
inquiry. When *‘the negotiations that so many friends are carrying on with
the Central Government™” yielded no fruit, Gandhi gave up his demand not
only for *‘relief” but also for a public inquiry and sent a tclegram to the
Viceroy secking an interview with him. The Viceroy agreed to see him,
**If you consider that a further discussion will help 10 remove your
difficulties™”.*

A “satisfactory talk’” produced a face-saving device, if it could save
face, to help Gandhi to attend the RTC. The government agreed to hold
an inquiry only in a few villages of Bardoli taluk and Valod Mahal, by
a British civilian no “‘impartial and public’’ inquiry into the allegations
that the revenue collectors had made the peasants there pay more with the
assistance of the police than in other villages without such assistance.
Gandhi had started with the demand for an impartial, public inquiry into
all breaches of the pact by the government in different places  Gujarat,
U.P.,, etc., climbed down step by step and agreed at the end to no inquiry
at all except by a British civilian into excess revenue payment by some
peasants in a few villages in Gujarat.

As Gandhi prepared to rush to Bombay in a specially-arranged train
to catch the last ship carrying delegates to London, he conveyed his regrets
for causing “‘endless worry'’ to the Viceroy, begged the Vicereine's
forgiveness for the same and sought their “‘joint blessings', which
Willingdon, though stingy in other matters, readily gave. Gandhi beseeched
the Viceroy to trust Patel and other members of the Working Committec
and justly assured him that **vour trust will not be mispluced’’. He requested
U.P. Governor Malcolm Hailey to send for Nehru and affirmed “‘thar the
Congress may be trusted and all necessary help requisitioned from it’". He
added: I am certain that the trust will not be misplaced if the cause is
common as I take it is the case between us.''

Gandhi sailed from Bombay with G. D. Birla, Madan Mohan Malaviya
and a few others on 29 August. As he embarked, a black flag demonstration
was staged by workers led by communists.
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Gandhi's aims were quite modest. He disliked **the Congress demands
[which]™’, as he wrote to C.F. Andrews on 2 June, “‘are strung in a high
pitch’’. The mahatma exuded faith in the British colonialists. In a statement
he issued to the Associated Press before sailing, he hoped *‘that Provincial
Governments, the Civil Service and English mercantile houses will help the
Congress to realize the mission it has set before itself’".®

On his part the Viceroy, appreciating Gandhi’s role in Indian politics,
expected the Sccretary of State (o make an ally of Gandhi in London. On
28 August he wrote 1o Secretary of State Samuel Hoare: “‘You will find
him [ think amenable and anxious to help, with a real desire to work out
a satisfactory constitution.... Still, I feel that in his new surroundings.... he
will be a help and not a hindrance.'"*

Interviewed at Marseilles on 11 September by the Associated Press,
the sole plenipotentiary of the Congress stated: **we nust have un effective
dominion status, but that does not exclude India’s partnership in or ulliance
with the Empire.”” And during his interview (o the New York Times, he
said: **H is open to the Muslims to block the way 1o a settiement of the
futurc of India as it is equally open to the British Government to make their
opposition an cxcuse for not granting India self-government.”” But he
wished that the raj would ““makc a friendly settlement”” with the Congress
without taking “‘shelter behind the Muslims™ . He seems to have written
off the Muslims and pined for **a friendly settlement’ with the British raj,
ignoring his Muslim counterparts.

On the eve of Gandhi’s departure for England, a curious story appeared
in the Free Press Journal, a Congress daily of Bombay, reproduced from
the Evening Standard of London. It was by George Slocombe, the Daily
Herald correspondent, who had interviewed Gandhi in prison in May 1930
and Motilal Nehru in June. According to Slocombe, during the visit of the
Prince of Wales to India, when India was convulsed by the Non-
Co-operation movement, Gandhi called informally one day at the
Government House, New Delhi, to discuss some matter with an Indian
member of the Government of India. When he was in the member’s room,
the door suddenly opencd and the Prince of Wales, followed by an aide-
de-camp, entered. To quote Slocombe, **Gandhi did an unexpected thing.
He went swiflly forward, bent 1o the floor and with both hands embraced
the feet of the Prince of Wales.... And, still crouching at the Prince’s feet,
he appealed to him, “Sir, be kind to India?"™"

When Nehru inquired of Gandhi about the truth of the report, Gandhi
denied it and asked Nehru to write (o Slocombe and ask his ““authority for
the story™". In a letter of 31 August Nchru requested Slocombe *“*to enlighten
me on this point™. In reply, the latter affirmed that he had got the story
from a reliable source.
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Nehru sent Gandhi two copies of his letter to Slocombe - one by air
mail and the other by ordinary mail.*’ Gandhi chose to remain silent. No
denial by Gandhi appeared in any of his numerous press statements, speeches
or letters, nor did he send any contradiction to Evening Standard or Free
Press Journal, nor did Nehru or anybody else pursue the matter further.
After the initial query and Slocombe’s categorical statement, the matter
was dropped.

One may recall that in late 1913 when, under Smuts’ directions, Indian
workers in South Africa, whose leadership Gandhi had assumed, were
being arrcsted in large numbers, flogged, fired upon and killed, (Gandhi sat
in prison making a pair of sandals for the feet of Smuts.®

Gandhi presents his Scheme at the RTC

At the RTC Gandhi ““tabled the Congress scheme for a settlement
which was in the main a reproduction of the scheme of the Nehru Report™™ .
While claiming dominion status - “*in fuct, even less™, as Nehru said - the
Nehru Report envisaged British control over defence and foreign affairs,
the power of the British Government to override and set aside legislations
passed by the Indian legislatures; special powers of the Governor-General
and of the Governors appointed by the British Government, including their
nght to dissolve or extend the lives of the legislatures; protcction and
“special treatment’’ for British capital; federation between British India
and the princely states, whose rulers would cnjoy unfettered rights, and so
on. Addressing the Federal Structure Committce of the RTC on 15
September, Gandhi stated: *°T have aspired- [ still aspire - to be a citizen,
not of the Empire, but in a Commonwealth, in a partnership- if God wills
i, an indissoluble partnership.”” Gandhi wanted an India that would
“conduce o the prosperity of Great Britain™”, become “‘an esteemed
partner with Britain to share her sorrows’™ and ““at her own will, fight
[without offence to Gandhi’s non-violence) side by side with Britain....”"
He promised that ““the Congress will never think of repudiating a single
claim or a burden that it should justly discharge™ (though the Lahore
resolution had stood for the repudiation of what was called India’s **public
debt™’ to Britain that was used by the imperialists as a means of India’s
continuous blood-letting). At another meeting Gandhi said with all emphasis
that he did not ask for the withdrawal of British troops from India.™

Speaking at the plenary session of the RTC on 1 December, Gandhi
sought to remove all misunderstanding and distrust. He made a fervent
appeal to the British Government:
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““It is friendship I crave. My business is not to throw overboard the
slave-holder and tyrant.... 1 do not want to break the bond between
England and India.... I am here to compromise.... I shall be here as long
as | am required because I do not want to revive civil disobedience. 1
want (o turn the truce that was arrived at, at Delhi. into a permanent
settlement. But lor heaven’s sake give me, a frail man, 62 years gone,
a little bit of a chance. Find a little corner for him and the organization
that he represents ... and if you find me a place, if you trust me, I invite
you to trust the Congress also.... If you will work the Congress for all
it is worth, then you will say good-bye to terrorism; then you will not
need terrorism.’’

Gandhi raised the spectre of revolutionary violence to convince the
British imperialists of the expediency of making some concessions to him
and the Congress. He asked them: *‘Will you not see the writing that these
terrorists are writing with their blood?... [ urge you then to read that writing
on the wall."™"

Gandhi agreed to “salcguards and reservations’ which would ensure
the continuity of British rule and protection for British capital and welcomed
federation with the native states which was intended by the raj not 0
weaken but 10 consolidate its rule.™

The Indian big bourgeoisic were anxious that all, even satyagrahic,
mass action should be abjured and that Indian politics should be directed
along the constitutional or imperial channel, as Irwin had desired. They too
agreed to *'safeguards and reservations’ but wanted a share of control over
central finance. Addressing the plenary session of the RTC on 30 November,
G. D. Birla, one of the FICCT delegates to the conference, stated: *'If there
was a genuine desire (o do so, it is possible to arrive at an amicable
solution.” Tle argued that the civil disobedience movement would be
neither in the interest of India nor in the interest of England, which, in that
cvent, would have to pour unnecessarily its own money to govern India,
though it could be governed in other ways hetter, cheaper, and really
satisfactorily™™. 3.1). Birla did not quarrel with British rule in India but
advised the raj to co-opt Indians for the purpose.

Birla concluded his speech with a warning as well as an appeal:

““I’know the youth of my cauntry. It is quite possible that a few years
hence you will not huve o deal with men like Mr Gandhi who has proved
in many respects a greater Conservative than many of you; you may not
have o deal with Princes: you may not have to deal with capitalists like
myscll: you may have to deal with new men, new conditions, new ideas
and new ambitions. Beware of that. :

*“T'here are two clear paths: one of them will lead to ruin, destruction,
strife and anarchy: another to peace, contentment and prosperity.... 1
hope, Sir. that the statesmanship of England will rise to the occasion and
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choose the path of goodwill. contentment and prosperity.””™

Concluding his speech at the same session of the RTC, another FICCI
delegate and outstanding lcader of the Indian big bourgeoisie, Sir
Purshotamdas Thakurdas, made the appeal:

*‘May Great Britain look at the problem which faces her Prime
Minister tomorrow. which we have faced here and which we have come
to help her to solve, in a manner which will reflect credit and glory on
all her statesmen of the past, who by their utterances in the House of
Conmunons gave us hope that Great Britain was prepared 1o lead India
on the path of libertv and freedom.’™

The Indian big bourgeosie fervently hoped that imperialist Britain
would lead them to *‘liberty and freedom’ - of course, of their conception.

What was Gandhi's conception of independent India? As he said in
London, the King of England might continue as the king of ‘independent’
India; a *British Agent’ called ‘a Viccroy or a Governor-General’ might
remain; and the British troops might stay on “‘to protect India against
foreign aggression, und even against internal insurrection” with the British
Commander-in-Chicf in India becoming Gandhi’s *““technical adviser on
military matters™". And there would be ‘safeguards’™ as ‘‘a guarantee for
the safety of every British interest to which India pledges her honour’.”

In Gandhi’s future India, capitalism would be abolished but not capital;
the capitalists would remain owners of their wealth but act as *“trustees™”,
and the princes and the landlords would retain their possessions. As he
stated, the Congress was “'trying to serve’ the landlords, millowners and
millionaires and the princes, besides, of course, the peasants. **There is a
States People’s Conference™, he said, ““and it is held back under my iron
ritle. 1 have been holding them back.... I have asked them to be satisfied
with their present position.””™

Gandhi was “*most anxious’” that the princes should join the proposed
Federation. **So far as it lies in me™", he declared, in a statement to the
press, “'1 should make cvery effort to induce the Princes to join Federation.™™”
In this respect his policy was complementary to that of the colonial rulers.
They too wanted the princes, their puppets, whom they could manipulate
according to their desires, to join the proposed federation for, besides the
special powers of the Viceroy and Governors, and other *‘reservations and
safeguards™, the princes’ participation would be another very important
‘safcguard’ ensuring protection of British rule.

Obviously, the corollary o this policy was to help the raj to put down
those who (ried to rise against the imperial order, against the status quo,
and for the people and national freedom. In London Gandhi refused (o put
his signature on a mass petition- sent him by Fenner Brockway - protesting
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against the arrest and detention of the Meerut prisoners and demanding
their release as well as the release of the Garhwali prisoners who had
refused to fire on an unarmed gathering of their fellow-countrymen at
Peshawar. He refused to do anything for Lester Hutchinson, Meerut prisoner,
who, he knew, was then scriously ill, as he would “*do nothing for the
Meerut prisoners’”. He did not think it advisable to start then a campaign
for the release of political prisoners in India. The day he rcached London
he condemned the young men who belonged (o the *‘school of violence™.
He prided himselt on the fact that **the Congress creed of non-violence™
had “‘kept the forces of terrorism in check' and deckaed that Irwin had
“opened up’’ a “‘course of co-operation’” between him and the raj for
fighting terrorism or revolutionary violence on the part of the youth,™

The Sole Spokesman of Indiu

Gandhi repeatedly claimed at the RTC that he and the Congress
represented all classes - from princes to landless peasants - and all
communities - Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs and so on.” He questioned the
representative character of the delegates who claimed to speak on behalf
of their respective minorities. Interestingly, referring to Gandhi’s claim o
the sole right o represent the depressed classes and other minoritics, Dr
B.R. Ambedkar remarked at a meeting of the Minoritics Committee of the
RTC: **to that claim, I can only say that it is one of the many false claims
which irresponsible people keep on making although the persons concerned
with regard to these claims have been invariably denying them. ™

The Congress had recognized the representative character of other
organizations, especially of the Muslim League, in earlier years. In 1916
the Congress had entered into what is called the Lucknow Pact with the
League and in the twenties Congress leaders convened several All Parties
Conferences and Conventions. But with the growing alienation of the
Congress from the Muslims from the beginning of the thirties and with the
British raj drafting a new constitution for India, Gandhi staked the claim
that the Congress represented the entiré people of India and should be
recognized as such in any future constitutional settlement. During his
intervicw with British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald on 30 September
1931, Gandhi claimed that ““he could fepresent the Muslims and the
Depressed classes better than those who purported to do so'", and urged
the British Government 1o *seftle the whole guestion’ with lim alone.*
At the plenary session of the RTC on | December 1931, Gandhi, while
insisting that the Congress represented ““the whole of India, all interests™
and “all the minorities™", wished that he “*could convince all the British
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public men, the British Ministers, that the Congress is capable of delivering
the goods” ® As it will be seen, these were no casual utterances but
represented the deliberate policy of the Congress. This resolve to arrogate
o themselves a monopoly of power as the sole heir to the British colonial
rulers further widened the gulf between the Congress and the Muslim
community.

Gandhi and Communal Award

During this Conference there arose a fresh opportunity of forging an
elite-level agrecement between the Hindu and Muslim clites. The Muslim
leaders, including Sir Muhammad Shalfi of Punjab, were prepared to accept
joint electorates if Muslims were assured of a majority of seats in Bengal
-and Punjab. Gandhi first agreed and then surrcndered, as usual, to the
pressure of the arch Hindu communalists, Madan Mohan Malaviya, Jayakar
and Moonje, and refuscd to conclude an agreement with the Muslim
leaders.™ (5. . Birla. who was a member of the Minorities Committec of
the Conference. wrote: **Mr Jayakar and others ought to thank themselves
for the [Communal] Award. Had they a little more grace to settle things
with Muslims things would have been different.”” The main responsibility
for the tailure was indeed Gandhi's for the Muslimn leaders were prepared
to conclude an agreement with him, that is, the Congress. In a letter o
Gandhi Jinnah complained that, after accepting ““provisionally certain
terms’’, Gandhi backed out on the ground that the other Hindus did not
accept them.®

Muslim leaders had proposed joint clectorate in 1927 and in 1930 (al
the first RTC), and Hindu communalists and Congress leaders claiming to
be nationalists refused to accept their proposils which were reasonable
under the circumstances prevailing then.

Gandhi’s failure to reach an agreement with the Muslims in 1931 had
disastrous consequences. It was this that invited the Communal Award of
the British Prime Minister MacDonald, which did incalculable harm. Instead
of coming to a settlement with their counterparts of other religious
communities, the Gandhis preferred (o rely on the Irwins and MacDonalds
for a settlement of this problem.

While Gandhi went on claiming that he represcnted all the communities
and all the classes, the delegates who claimed to represent the Muslims,
the depressed classes, the Indian Christians and the Anglo-Indians, combincd
with the representatives of the European expatriates in India, who too
claimed the status of a minority, and entered into what is known as the
Minorities Pact. This pact sought separate clectorates and weightage for
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all the minorities, even the European expatriates, and upheld the Muslim
demands including the demand for their statutory majority in Bengal and
Punjab.%

When the Indian delegates found that they were unable to reconcile
their respective claims to what the British imperialists might dole out, they
asked the British Prime Minister to arbitrate. Gandhi was not a signatory
to the joint letter but he persuaded Moonje to sign it.*” He himself wrote
a separate letter to MacDonald assuring him that he had no objection to
MacDonald’s playing the role of the sole arbitrator and that ‘‘the Congress
cannot object to your award’". (Earlier, Gandhi was quite willing if Viceroy
Irwin would play the same role.) He wrote that separate electorates for the
Muslims and the Sikhs would be acceptable to him, but ‘‘the position
regarding the other minorities is different.... In any case, the Congress will
never be reconciled to anv further extension of the principle of separate
or special statutory reservation’’. In an interview to the press he spoke on
this question in the same vein. ®

As it will be seen, Gandhi and the Congress leaders easily reconciled
themselves without a murmur of protest (o the *‘further extension of the
principle of separate electorate or special statutory reservation’ to the
other minorities, even to the European expatriates, when the British Prime
Minister’s Award was announced. Gandhi’s only objection was to what had
been awarded to the depressed classes. More of it later.

The sole plenipotentiary of the Congress who, in terms of the Karachi
Congress resolution, was to fight at the RTC for complete independence
including *‘control over the army, external affairs, finance and fiscal
economic policy™" and so on, ditched the fight and authorized the British
Prime Minister (0 decide how many seats in the legislatures the different
communities would be entitled to under a constitution for India to be
framed by the British rulers. One may note that like the Lahore resolution
on complete independence, the Karachi resolution and many other Congress
resolutions and statements were *‘for show purposes only’* (to quote S.
Satyamurthi’s expression), for the consumption of the trusting people - never
acted upon and ncver intended to be so.

Dragged Unwillingly into a Conflict

Though Gandhi was eager to accept any settlement that would save
face for the Congress, if possible - “‘such that I can make much of it”’- it
eluded him. On 1 December, before the conference broke up, he told the
plenary session : ‘I am here to compromise; I am here to consider every
Jormula that British ingenuity can prepare, every formula that the ingenuity
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of such constitutionalists"as Mr Sastri, Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru, Mr Jayakar,
Mr Jinnah, Sir Muhammed Shafi, and a host of other constitutionalists can
weave into being.”’ He said that he would ‘‘negotiate’’ and *‘plcad’” with
them and ‘*go down on bended knees™ before he would “‘take the final
leap and the final plunge’.® ‘

The British Government was neither taken in by his talk of **the final
leap and the final plunge’™ nor did it heed the appeals of Gandhi. It was
resolved to give him no longer the importance that Irwin had given him
by entering into an agreement with him. The imperialist caravan refused
to be diverted by Gandhi’s camest entreatics. While closing the second
RTC on 1 December, the Prime Minister re-affirmed the government's
policy as formulated in his statement of January at the close of the first
RTC. He specifically pointed out that Britain would *‘recognize the principle
of responsibility of the Executive to the Legislature if both were constituted
on an All-India Fedcral basis’™ and that ‘‘Defence and External Affairs
must be reserved to the Governor-General, and that, in regard to Finance
such conditions must apply as would ensure the fulfilment of the obligations
incurred under the authority of the Secretary of State, and the maintenance
unimpaircd of the financial stability and credit of India. Finally, it is our
view that the Governor-General must be granted the necessary powers (o
enable him to fulfil his responsibility tor securing the obscrvance of the
constitutional rights of Minorities, and for ultimately maintaining the
tranquillity of the state.”” The Prime Minister added that the British
Government “‘intend Lo pursue this plan unswervingly...”™”

Gandhi’s participation in the RTC did not advance India even by a
single step. Instead, it allowed the British Government sufficient time to
perfect itls machinery of repression. All the struggles and sufferings of
innumcrable people were frittered away by the Congress leadership's
negotiation, consultation and conference with the colonial rulers.

In the typical Gandhian way the mahatma, before the actual collapse
of the conference, was diversifying his fervent appeals to the raj with
threats that the failure of the conference would lcad to the revival of civil
disobedience. But after it actually failed, his talk of “‘the final leap and
the final plunge™’, of the resumption of civil disobedience, was no longer
heard. Instead, he went on assuring, before and after he left the shores of
England, that he was “‘determined to make every effort to continue co-
operation...”™!

On reaching India Gandhi told a meeting held at Majestic Hotel,
Bombay on 28 December with Sir Stanley Reed as president : “*I am dying
for co-operation.... [ appeal to you, Englishmen and women, (o ponder over
the facts I have placed before you tonight and do your bit for creating an
atmosphere of Jove and peace in this country.”'
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When Gandhi was preaching love and peace, he knew that Nchru,
Abdul Ghaffar Khan and a number of other Congress leaders were under
arrest; that drastic ordinances had been issued npot only in Bengal but also
in the North-West Frontier Province and U.P.; that troops had been sent
into some rural areas of not only Bengal but also of the NWFP and firings
had taken place at Peshawar. A veiled form of martial law had been
introduced in Chittagong in November 1931.% Indeed, the “‘truce™ had
been scrupulously observed by the Congress leaders but not by the raj. War
had already been declared by the British imperialists against the people and
thc Congress.

In reply to Gandhi’s wire of 29 December seeking an interview and
guidance, the Viceroy agreed to grant it, if Gandhi did not approve of
recent Congress activities. But the Viceroy refused to discuss the official
measures of repression already enforced. Meeting from 29 December 1931
to 1 January 1932, the Working Committce passed a resolution which first
deplored the assassination of a notorious British official by two school girls
in Comilla in Bengal and then called upon the poeple to resume civil
disobedience under conditions of strict non-violence ‘‘in the event of a
satisfactory response from the government not forthcoming’". The Committee
enjoined the pcople to obscrve non-violence *‘in thought, word and deed
in the face of the gravest provocation'” and not to undertake *‘social
boycott’” of Government officers, police or anti-nationalists. The zamindars
were assured that the Congress had **no design upon any intercst legitimately
acquired™ "™

On 1 Januvary 1932 Gandhi sent a long cable to the Viceroy's private
secretary, clarifying that the Congress had not the slightest desire to promote
disorder in any shape or form. On the contrary, he assured the Viceroy that
“As to Bengul, the Congress is at one with the Government in condemning
assassinations and should heartily co-operate with the Government in
measurcs that may be found necessary to stamp out such crimes’”. He also
asserted that civil disobedience was ‘‘an effective substitute for violence
or armed rebellion”™”. While enclosing a copy of the Working Committee’s
resolution, he again made a request for an interview and stated that *
pending our discussion operation of the resolution will be suspended in
(the) hope (that) it may result in (the) resolution being finally given up’* %
There would be no revival of the civil disobedience movement if he had
a good discussion with the Viceroy.

Among those who had discussions with Gandhi before his arrest were
Sir Homi Mody (Chairman, of the Bombay Millowners® Association); F.
E. Dinshaw (the leading tinancier of Bombay); mill magnates like Sir Ness
Wadia, Sir Cowasji Jehangir, Sir Phiroze Sethna, Ialji Naranji, Sir Edward
Benthall; cloth and bullion merchants and other members of the Indian
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