
Why did the Round Table Conferences, 
1930-1932 fail?

How did Gandhi feel 
about the idea of a 
Round Table?

How did the British 
feel about it?



• Why did Gandhi and the INC boycott the first 
Round Table Conference?

• Were they right to do so?



Were They Really Round Table Conferences –

Were they Honest Negotiations?

The Indian Round Table Conferences did not fit within this 
definition since the British Government issued the invitations, 
set the agenda and chaired the conferences. However, they 
were a big step forward from the extremely patronising 
approach epitomised by the Simon Commission. In the event, 
the first conference was by far the closest to the ideal of a 
round table conference while the third, was really just a short 
and limited consultation exercise.

The Oxford dictionary defines “round table” as “An assembly where 
parties meet on equal terms for discussion.”   Did the Anglo-Indian 
round Table Conferences fit in within this definition?



• “Like the rest of the Congress leadership, Gandhi knew that 
attendance at the London conference would be political 
suicide.

• WHY?
• The INC had rejected Dominion Status as a goal and 

attendance would mean they would be forced to follow an 
agenda set by the British and they were certain to return 
home with far less than they demanded. 

• Moreover, Congress would have to sit alongside other 
'representatives' of India, most notably the princes. They 
were forthrightly denounced by Gandhi as 'pawns' created 
and used by the British.



First Round Table Conference (Nov. 1930-Jan. 1931) – All India Federalism 
Embraced and Lack of Hindu-Muslim Agreement Glossed Over

Three key points about this conference were:

1. Weak Labour minority government 

2. Congress 

3. The Great Depression



Second Round Table Conference (Sept.-Dec. 1931) - A 

Conservative Federation Scheme

Four major differences from the first round 
table:

1. The Gandhi-Irwin Pact

2. National Government

3. Financial Crisis

4. Muslim/Hindu Disagreement



The Communal Award

August 16, 1932.

separate electorates 

Muslims

All the minority communities 

Including the Untouchables



The Third Round Table Conference

• 1932

• No Labour

• No INC

• doomed before it started?



Outcomes 

• 4th January 1932 – Gandhi was arrested and 
sent to prison

• Congress was outlawed and all members of 
Congress’ Working Committee and the 
provincial committees were imprisoned

• 80,000 Indians were in prison



Tasks

1. Complete the table using pp.216-222

2. Discuss the questions on p.222

3. Complete the activity on p.223

4. Re-read source 11 on p.210 and then the 
example answer on p.269



Who attended? What was decided? What was the 
impact?

Success 
/10?

1

Date:

2

Date:

3

Date:

What happened at the Round Table Conferences?



Source What does it suggest about why the 
conferences failed?

Reasons to give the 
source weight

Reasons not to give 
the source weight

1

2

3

4

5



Source 1
Cartoon by 
David Low in 
the Evening 
Standard, 21 
October 1931 

Caption
Come on, bring out your elephant.

Embedded text
Astonishing! Amazing! Big Benn In his sensational feat Balancing an elephant The round table
Indian Problem .
R.S.P.C.A. inspector: "Are you sure this is safe, considering the notorious restlessness of the animal's hindquarters?”
People depicted Wedgwood Benn; W. (1877-1960) MacDonald; James Ramsay (1866-1937)



Source 2: By an Indian journalist 

No one in India can believe in this unrestrained kindness 
of the British Government for the depressed classes as a 
sincere answer to the political demands of the country. 
It is believed, not without justice, that the various 
reasons put forward as arguments against any large 
relaxation of Imperial control are not the real reasons 
which weigh with the Imperial Government. The true 
reason is that, though the British Government admits 
that they hold the country as trustees for the people, 
they are not wholly disinterested trustees. On the other 
hand, they are deeply interested in the maintenance of 
the status quo and in their own domination of India.



Source 3: Conservative MP and founder of the India Defence 
League (an organisation which sought to hold on to British 

power in India) Winston Churchill in a speech in Parliament on 
August 20, 1930

“I wish to place on record my conviction that it is almost certain that the 
result of the Conference will be confusion worse confounded. I hope, indeed, 
it will not be disastrous. It is very wrong to encourage false hopes in the 
minds of the Indian political classes. They are only a handful compared to the 
vast Indian masses for whom we are responsible, but they are entitled to be 
treated with good faith and sincerity. It would be wrong to lure and coax 
them over here with vague phrases about Dominion status, when it is quite 
certain that these Indian politicians will not obtain Dominion status in their 
lifetime. We may not be able to win their agreement; let us make sure we do 
not lose their respect. In dealing with Indian problems and with earnest men 
it is far wiser and far safer to be blunt and plain. The Round Table Conference 
has no power to confer any Constitution upon India. Parliament alone can 
deal with that. No proposal for Dominion status would pass through, even the 
present House of Commons. We do not know what the next House of 
Commons will be like, but it seems certain that it will be less favourable to 
Dominion status for India than the present Parliament. Therefore I take this 
opportunity of stating these facts and truths simply and straightforwardly so 
as to prevent, so far as a private individual can prevent, the very grave 
dangers and reproaches of disappointed hopes.


