
Assignment: What, in your view, was the short-term significance of the Amritsar massacre?

The short-term significance of the Amritsar massacre cannot be over-exaggerated. It highlighted
what many saw as the true nature of British rule: that despite talk of reform and co-operation,
the British could, and would, hold India by force. In doing this, the Massacre gave the ‘green light’
to Indian nationalism. The sources I have researched for this enquiry focus on the massacre, the
‘punishment’ of General Dyer and the nature of British rule. Here there is disagreement - some see
it as indicative of an immoral government, others see it as a one-off by an individual at odds with
his government. Collectively, however, they largely agree that the Amritsar massacre exposed the
moral barrenness of the British presence in India and in doing so encouraged the growth of nascent
nationalism.

The secondary works by John Keay and Jan Morris strongly criticise the inadequate punishment
of General Dyer. Keay suggests that the slowness of the enquiry, combined with the nature of his
punishment implied tacit support for Dyer: he was never formally punished and received financial
and ideological support from the British public. The phrase ‘riddled away’ referring to the shootings,
reflects criticism. The ‘casualties’ mentioned include the end of the already fragile relationship of 
cooperation with India. This is supported by Kulke and Rothermund, who see the Amritsar massacre as
the ‘beginning of the end of the British Indian Empire’. They claim that, because of Amritsar, Indians
would no longer co-operate with the British and would unite more strongly for self-rule. This change
is also identified by Jan Morris, who additionally highlights the fact that discontent at British rule predates
the Massacre, following the Rowlett Acts.

Indeed, the Rowlatt Commission isolated Bengal, Bombay and the Punjab as centres of revolutionary
activity, recommending that the old wartime controls should be used there to contain the situation.
It should be remembered that Montagu sanctioned the Rowlatt Acts with supreme reluctance and
that it was Viceroy Chelmsford who pushed them through the Imperial legislative Council in the face
of opposition from every single Indian member. British rule, even in the face of rebellion, was not
united. Hoping to gain some insight into the Indian attitude to Amritsar, the Encyclopaedia of Sikhism
was consulted. Although the relevant entry did not directly address the nature of British rule, the use
of the word ‘martyrs’, with its religious connotations, approval of the Amritsar monument’s name and
of the monument itself can be linked to growing Indian nationalism and the desire for independence.
This strongly implies that support for Indian nationalism was a reaction to the nature of British rule
revealed by the Massacre.

Kulke and Rothermund, interestingly, identify General Dyer’s actions with the views of the British
government. Rosemary Rees, on the other hand, is firmly of the opinion that this was not the case.
She points to the growing anger of the Secretary of State for India, Edwin Montagu, at the way in
which martial law was being applied in India. The vast distance between London and Delhi, let alone
Amritsar, meant, Rees argues, that Montagu never felt he was in command of the situation. News
could take weeks to meet him, and when it did, the situation on the ground had inevitably changed,
and any decision he made could be inappropriate. Rees points to the horror he expressed when he
learned of the details of the ‘Crawling Order’. Kulke and Rothermund differ from other writers in that they 
see Britain’s co-operation with Indians as serving pragmatic, political reasons rather than moral ones. 
They identify non-co-operation as being a ‘fitting’ response to the Massacre, suggesting the authors’ 
sympathy with nationalism. Indeed, the seeds of Indian nationalism can be detected long before the 
Amritsar massacre. In 1885, 73 representatives from every province of British India met in Bombay for 
the first annual meeting of the Indian National Congress. Dominated by high-caste Hindus, it was 
presided over by Womesh Bonnerjee, a barrister from the Calcutta High Court. It is, however, important 
to remember that this was at first simply a forum for discussion and the delegates were not exclusively 
Indian. Allan Hume, for example, a close friend of Lord Ripon who was viceroy between 1880 and 1884, 
played a key advisory role in the new Congress. It wasn’t until after the First World War and the key 
focus point of the Amritsar massacre that Congress attracted a wider following and, under Gandhi, 
became a force for Indian nationalism.

Dyer’s own report, as one would expect, alone defends the massacre because of the threat to
order. He focuses on the problems of public disorder and protest against the Rowlatt Acts, whilst
at the same time ignoring the fact that the powers granted under the Act were quickly found to
be unnecessary and the Acts were repealed. His report is partially supported by Jan Morris, who
suggests the crowd at Amritsar was potentially dangerous. Rosemary Rees disagrees, emphasising
the relaxed nature of the crowds, who were playing cards, throwing dice and generally relaxing in
the warm sun. She points out that the crowd, although large, was certainly unarmed. Churchill and
the Hunter Commission both condemn the actions of Dyer, but clearly separate them from the British
government. This suggests they believe that until this incident, British rule had been beneficial. This
reflects a narrow focus on events. The Hunter Commission blames Dyer, thus legitimising British rule



by making Dyer take personal responsibility. In doing so, it ignores the context of the massacre:
specifically the 1919 Government of India Act which caused protest throughout the Punjab where
hopes had been high, in the wake of the Chelmsford-Montagu reforms, that Home Rule would follow.
However, one needs to go beyond simple cross-referencing and weigh up the relative value of the
evidence. Tagore’s letter, Churchill’s Memorandum, Dyer’s report and the Report from the Hunter
Commission are all contemporary accounts reflecting immediate reactions to the massacre. Tagore’s
letter illustrates the views of high class, educated Indians. It represents the views of many formerly
moderate nationalists - and herein lies its value, for Tagore both spoke for and influenced his own
class. Churchill’s memorandum is a reliable reflection of the British government’s public face - it
clearly aimed to quieten critics. However, one has to remember that although Churchill condemned
Dyer, he opposed independence throughout the 1930s, believing the loss of India would fatally
damage Britain’s status. His attack on Dyer was a defence of British rule.

Overall, it does seem clear that the short-term significance of Amritsar was to focus the minds of
the Indian people on the nature of British rule. The British were exposed as struggling to keep
control over India, as shown by Dyer’s actions at Amritsar and the British government’s reaction to
these action, and Britain’s concern to maintain their status and image clearly suggested Britain’s
indifference to the welfare of the Indian people. Amritsar weakened British control over India, leading
to the rise of nationalism and demands for self-government. Millions of loyal Indians turned against
the Raj, believing that Amritsar had revealed the true face of British rule, and that any British reform
that tended toward Indian independence was simply a sham, designed to fool the Indian people into
believing that they had some control over their destiny.

Comment: 31/40 A/B borderline

AO1 assessment - Level four 12/16
The student’s answer is broadly analytical and shows a good understanding of the focus of the
question. The response starts out by introducing the nature of the enquiry and establishing its
parameters. The main body of the enquiry does focus on the significance of the Massacre, showing
an understanding of the key issues with some evaluation of argument. The analysis is supported
by predominately well-selected factual material which is relevant to the focus of the enquiry. The
exposition is controlled and the student demonstrates the skills needed to produce a convincing
account of the results of the enquiry. Overall, the qualities of Level 4 are securely displayed.

AO2 assessment - Level four 19/24
The student has here selected, and is using, a wide range of sources with discrimination, although
the integration of their evidence into a structured argument is not always sustained. However,
the strength of the response in other respects does not prevent full marks being awarded for this
objective. The evidence is interrogated confidently and critically in order to identify issues and make
and support judgements. The status of the evidence is carefully considered (see the penultimate
paragraph) and the interpretation and evaluation of the evidence takes account of the nature of the
sources and shows an understanding of the need to explore the implications of the evidence in the
light of its historical context. High Level 4.


