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Rather as Queen Victoria was never as 
‘Victorian’ as we tend to assume, so British 
India in the years leading up to 1914 does 

not present the clichéd spectacle of colonists in 
pith helmets and shorts lording it over subservient 
natives that we might assume. Certainly that sort of 
relationship existed: the British in India lived in a 
world of clubs, bars and garden parties from which 
Indians were often rigidly excluded. However, 
the image of an all-powerful Raj was profoundly 
misleading, not least to those British at the time 
who believed in it; many of the factors that would 
fuel Gandhi’s nationalist movement in the inter-
war period and would lead to the violent trauma 
of Partition in 1947 were well established in the 
pre-1914 Raj.

India’s agriculture and rural way of life 
had hardly changed in centuries, so that the 
overwhelming majority of India’s vast population 
lived and worked in ways that would have looked 
familiar to their medieval ancestors. On top of this 
the British had constructed an extensive hierarchy 
of European-style administration and law, though 
outside India’s towns and cities for most Indians 
the sight of a European was still relatively unusual. 
More visible was the railway system, which 
connected the different regions of the subcontinent 
more effectively than had ever been possible under 
the Mughals. Western influence was also evident 
in the increasing numbers of public institutions – 
schools, colleges, hospitals, museums, law courts – 
which were springing up in even relatively modest-
sized Indian towns.  

Having said that, British investment in India 
stopped short of giving India all it needed to 
operate as an independent unit in the modern 
world.  India’s relationship with Britain was 
complex but at root India was a British colonial 
possession, and various rules and restrictions 
served to remind Indians of this. Some of these 
became notorious later when Gandhi challenged 
them: for example, Indian cotton was picked and 
then shipped off to Lancashire to be turned into 
cotton cloth, which was then re-exported back 
to India as a British product. India might have 
competed by setting up its own cotton mills and 
undercutting the Lancashire prices, but this was 
forbidden by command of the imperial power, 
specifically in order to protect the British home 
market. Similarly, the British maintained a very 
profitable monopoly on the manufacture of salt, 
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an essential for survival in India’s hot 
climate.  The oft-repeated claim that 
British rule brought prosperity to India 
was increasingly being challenged by 
critics like Dadabhai Naoroji, author 
of Poverty and Un-British Rule in India 
or the British economic commentator 
William Digby in “Prosperous” British 
India. 

India was therefore in the curious 
position whereby British rule both 
modernised Indian life but also 
distorted it and held Indian economic 
development back. This is also illustrated 
by the curious social profile of the British 
who lived and worked in India.  Roughly 
half were either in the military or in civil 
administration; in both, the higher ranks 
were reserved exclusively for Europeans.  
Indians were not allowed to hold 
commissions in the Indian Army until 
after the First World War and even then 
they were not supposed to be placed 
in charge of European troops.  Other 
Europeans in India were also usually 
to be found in positions of command 
or leadership: school-teachers and 
principals, missionaries and clergymen, 
doctors, surgeons, university professors 
and so on. The only extensive European 
presence in India which could be called 
working class was that of the ordinary 
British soldiers, and even they enjoyed a 
social status above that of the ordinary 
Indian simply by virtue of their race. The 

British therefore enjoyed a monopoly of 
positions of leadership in India similar 
to that enjoyed by the French aristocracy 
before the Revolution, and with similar 
results.

The defining example of this colonial 
glass ceiling was the celebrated case of 
Surendrenath Banerjea, who in 1869 
became the first Indian to sit the Indian 
Civil Service (ICS) entrance examination 
but who, despite coming top of his class 
by some margin, was first prevented 
from joining the ICS on a trumped-up 
technicality and then sacked within a 
short time of his finally being admitted. 
It is no surprise to learn that Banerjea 
went on to become a leading figure in 
the rapidly-growing Indian nationalist 
movement and twice served as President 
of the Indian National Congress (INC). 
The INC was an annual event rather 
than a political party and it attracted 
liberal-minded Europeans as well as 
Indians; its inaugural meeting was even 
attended by the Viceroy.  In fact, for a 
colonial ruling power the British were 
surprisingly tolerant of criticism, often 
expressed in the most vituperative 
terms, from the extensive vernacular 
and English-language nationalist press. 
However, they read the Indian press in 
order to gauge public opinion, not to 
follow it.

Indian nationalism was closely 
modelled on the example of Ireland. 

Like the Irish, the INC argued for home 
rule (swaraj in Hindi) rather than 
independence; its expressed wish was to 
find a way whereby Indians could play 
more of a role in the administration 
of the British Raj. This was the spirit 
evoked by pioneer figures like Banerjea 
and also by the next generation of 
nationalists, led by Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale, himself a graduate of the 
British-founded Elphinstone College in 
Bombay.  Gokhale’s philosophy was one 
of non-violent campaigning for change; 
he also recognised the need to address 
the inequalities and injustices within 
Indian society alongside putting pressure 
on the British for swaraj. Gokhale’s 
moderate approach appealed also to 
European sympathisers with Indian 
nationalism, like the leaders of the 
newly-arrived Theosophist movement, 
the British social reformer Annie Besant, 
and the decidedly eccentric Russian 
mystic Madame Blavatsky.

Gokhale’s moderate approach to 
Indian nationalism was challenged 
by a more militant wing of the INC 
headed by Bal Gangadhar Tilak.  Tilak 
placed himself at the head of a major 
Hindu revivalist movement similar to 
the Gaelic cultural revival developed by 
the nationalist movement in Ireland; 
for example his movement revived 
and refined such features as the annual 
Ganpati festival, in which brightly 
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coloured statues of the god Ganesh are 
still carried through the streets and 
taken into the sea.  To Tilak and his 
followers, this sort of brash, confident 
Hinduism challenged the widespread 
assumption, enthusiastically encouraged 
by the British, that western technology, 
culture and manners were all inherently 
superior to anything India had to offer. 
Among India’s professional classes, for 
example, it was increasingly common to 
encounter high-class European tailoring, 
furnishings and even tastes in food and 
entertainment (the Nehru family is a 
good example, as indeed is the young 
Gandhi).

Tilak’s more assertively Hindu form 
of nationalism alienated those like 
Gokhale, who thought it unnecessarily 
provocative, and thoroughly alarmed 
India’s Muslim community, who 
feared they would be marginalised and 
victimised in the sort of Hindu India 
Tilak had in mind, in much the same 
way that Ulster’s Protestants feared that 
Home Rule would mean ‘Rome Rule’ 
for Ireland.   Muslims had attended the 
annual INC since its inauguration in 
1885 with no thought of their needing 
any sort of separate organisation; by 
1906 Tilak’s assertive Hinduism and 
anti-Muslim rhetoric had alarmed the 
Muslim community sufficiently for 
a delegation led by the Aga Khan to 
petition the Viceroy for separate Muslim 
representation in any elections the 
British might be planning to introduce, 
and for the formation in 1906 of a 
breakaway Muslim League headed by Sir 
Syed Ahmed Khan.  

The splits within the nationalist 
movement were brought to a head 
in 1905 by the announcement by 
the Viceroy, Lord Curzon, that the 
ancient kingdom of Bengal was to 
be partitioned.  To appreciate why 
this apparently necessary and benign 
administrative rearrangement should 
have provoked such anger in nationalist 
circles, one would need to imagine the 
reaction nowadays were, say, London 
and the South East to be partitioned off, 
or the Highlands separated from the 
rest of Scotland.  Bengal was an ancient 
Indian kingdom, the first to pass into 
British hands, and its partition was seen 
as an arrogant move disregarding the 
kingdom’s age-old borders and territorial 
integrity.  Tilak led protests against the 
move, starting with a national day of 

mourning and proceeding to a massive 
boycott of British-made clothing.  This 
was a particularly effective means of 
forcing India’s westernised middle 
classes to make a public statement about 
where they stood on the issue. British 
clothes were thrown on to huge public 
bonfires; in what became known as 
the swadeshi (home-produced goods) 
movement, to wear Indian-produced 
clothing, however rough and imperfect 
its finish might be, was a patriotic act; 
to continue to wear European suits and 
hats was to support Curzon’s dastardly 
act.  

However, Tilak and his militants 
by no means had everything their own 
way.  Gokhale and his followers within 
the INC, as well as the ‘old guard’ of 
activists like the elderly Banerjea, were 
strongly opposed to the way Tilak was 
using the boycott to promote a more 
militant campaign and at the 1907 
Congress, held at Swat in the Northwest 
Frontier Province, the split between the 
two wings came out into the open.  Tilak 
and his followers were excluded from 
the Congress and went on to take ever 
more militant action against the British, 
including acts of assassination; in 1911, 
for example, the Viceroy Lord Hardinge, 
who had in fact reversed the partition, 
was badly injured in a bomb attack.

Tilak’s opposition to the partition of 
Bengal had also alarmed the Muslims, for 
whom it had in fact seemed very good 
news. Eastern Bengal was home to a large 
population of mostly very poor Muslim 
peasants, and they regarded the prospect 
of separation from their richer Hindu 

neighbours as a major blessing.  The 
more the Hindus campaigned against 
the partition, the more attached to the 
idea Muslims became.  Sir Syed Ahmed 
Khan openly attacked the nationalists’ 
boycott campaign and it was specifically 
in response to the Hindu hostility to the 
partition that he founded the Muslim 
League in 1906. However, the Muslim 
League was also to be disappointed: the 
outcry against the partition enabled 
Curzon’s enemies – and he had many – 
to use it as a means of criticising him. 
Hardinge’s act in reversing the partition 
in 1911 was intended in exactly the 
way in which it was generally received: 
as a deliberate slight to Curzon and 
a rejection of his policy.  Muslims 
understandably felt they had been 
betrayed by the British, who had, it 

seemed, caved in to Hindu militancy and 
their own internal rivalries.

By 1914, therefore, India displayed 
many of the features that would 
characterise it by 1939: a nationalist 
movement split between Hindus and 
Muslims and a deep division within 
the Indian National Congress between 
moderates espousing non-violent 
protests and militants prepared to 

undertake terrorism and assassination.  
One can add on top of that a British 
administration which, while maintaining 
an outward show of control, was in fact 
rapidly imploding.

In ceremonial terms, the British 
Raj was at its most visually gorgeous 
in the years before 1914.  This was 
vividly illustrated in the spectacular 
Coronation Durbar ceremony of 1911, 
in which George V as Emperor of India, 
sweating in full coronation regalia, 
received the public homage of India’s 
ruling princes. Afterwards the Emperor 
and Empress stood in their finery at 
the balcony of Shah Jehan’s Red Fort 
to show themselves as successors of 
the Mughals, before taking their seats 
on thrones prepared on the fort’s flat 
roof. It was a breathtaking spectacle 
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of pomp and display, in a specially-
constructed artificial town of tents and 
pavilions which, fittingly for an event 
largely created for media consumption, 
gave the event the feel of a film set. 
Ominously, for such a symbol of 
British imperial power, a number of 
the tents on the Durbar ground burned 
down.  Moreover, the nationalist press 
criticised the opulent display as a gross 
waste of money that could have been 
devoted to more deserving causes. 
Even the ceremony itself carried a 
hint of the changing political climate: 
the Maharajah of Baroda, third most 
senior prince in India, in what was 
widely perceived as a public snub to the 
Emperor, turned up in frockcoat rather 
than full regalia, briefly nodded his head 
rather than bowing, and walked away 
smiling and twirling his cane.

The whole point of Britain’s presence 
in India was to provide government 
and administration which, it was 
assumed, the Indians could not provide 
for themselves.  In 1883, for example, 
the liberal Viceroy Lord Ripon had 
provoked a storm of controversy when 
he put forward a measure to enable 
Indian magistrates to hear cases with 
European defendants: to Europeans 
who only grudgingly accepted the idea 
of Indian magistrates at all, the idea 
that they should sit in judgement on 
Europeans was self-evident nonsense 
and the measure was duly withdrawn. 
However, this attitude enshrined a 
paradox: if British-founded institutions 

the government of British India still 
further: still more Indians were to 
be elected to the provincial councils, 
which themselves would grow in size 
to accommodate them, while for the 
first time Indians were to be appointed 
to the Council of the Viceroy himself. 
If Indians were not debarred by race, 
creed or education from sitting on the 
Viceroy’s Council then what, in due 
course, was to debar them from sitting in 
his chair?  Well in time for the outbreak 

in India could provide Indian graduates, 
doctors, surgeons, nurses, teachers, 
lawyers and administrators, then at some 
point, it was reasonable to suppose, these 
people would rise to the top of their 
professions and be able to run them 
without further help or leadership from 
Europeans. In other words, Britain’s 
policy of westernising the Indian 
professional classes in effect put a sell-by 
date on the Raj itself. 

The weakness of Britain’s claim 
to exclusive control of India was first 
revealed in the prosaically-named Indian 
Councils Act of 1892. This allowed for 
an indirectly-elected Indian presence on 
the ruling councils of India’s provinces. 
Put like that it sounds a very minor 
concession to the INC’s calls for greater 
participation in the administration 
of the country and it prompted splits 
between moderates and radicals over 
whether or not to have anything to do 
with it. However, limited though it was, 
the Indian Councils Act enshrined a 
principle of enormous consequence for 
British India. British rule was predicated 
on the notion that Indians, by their very 
nature, could not rule; the Act flatly 
contradicted that by conceding that 
some, albeit in a limited role, could.  
Once this was conceded, it would be 
almost impossible to reverse the policy; 
indeed it was more likely to accelerate.

Accelerate it did in 1909 when the 
Liberal Secretary of State for India, John 
Morley, produced with the Viceroy, Lord 
Minto, a set of proposals for reforming 
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of war in 1914, without realising it and 
in such a way that they could perfectly 
well pretend not to realise or to see it, the 
British had set in motion the process of 
handing power over to the Indians and 
rendering their own continued presence 
redundant.

The outbreak of war took India 
by surprise: like people in Britain, 
Indians had been expecting to see civil 
war break out in Ireland rather than a 
full-scale European war. Indian troops 
were enthusiastic about the prospect 
of serving their Emperor in battle and 
understandably interested to set eyes on 
the fabled land of Britain.  In the early 
months of the war Indian troops, divided 
into two divisions named ‘Meerut’ and 
‘Lahore’, played an important role on 
the Western Front: they were crucial 
to British success at Neuve Chapelle, 
for example, the nearest 1915 provided 
to a British victory in the trenches. Be 
that as it may, gradually Indian sepoys 
were disillusioned by the fighting in 
France, which was horrifyingly different 
from the type of fighting they were 
used to.  The British authorities were 
aware of the danger to Indian morale 
and did what they could to improve it: 
George V provided the Royal Pavilion in 
Brighton as a hospital for Indian troops, 
thinking, perhaps somewhat naively, 

that it would make them feel at home. 
Instead, by 1915 increasing numbers of 
Indian troops were deliberately getting 
themselves wounded, usually in the 
hand, in order to get out of the trenches 
and the Indian Army units were finally 
redeployed to the Middle East.

The position of India’s Muslim troops 
was more problematic. The British 
retreat over the partition of Bengal had 
disillusioned the Muslim League and a 
series of other developments, such as the 
Italian attack on Tripoli in 1911 and the 
attacks by the Balkan states on Turkey 
the following year, encouraged the 
belief among many Muslims that Islam 
itself was under attack from the West. 
A movement calling for a worldwide 
Caliphate – known as khilafet – took 
hold among many Muslim soldiers and 
it was fuelled when Turkey joined the 
war in November 1914 by a call from the 
Turkish Sultan for a Holy War against 
the infidel British.  Muslim princes 
generally took no notice of the Sultan’s 
call to arms – one is supposed to have 
made a paper dart of it: they were well 
aware that the Turkish government was 
actually in the control of the decidedly 
secular-minded Young Turks and that 
the impetus for the call came from the 
un-Islamic figure of Kaiser Wilhelm II.  
Nevertheless it did resonate among some 

Muslim soldiers in the Indian army, and 
there were sporadic instances of mutiny, 
including a very serious one among 
Muslim soldiers at Singapore, in which 
the Europeans had to be rescued by 
the crew of the German raider Emden, 
who were making their way back by a 
rather tortuous and adventurous route 
to Germany after the destruction of their 
ship.

In political terms, the outbreak 
of war seemed to provide Indian 
nationalists with an opportunity to gain 
concessions from the British by a very 
public demonstration of loyalty and 
commitment to the Empire.  By 1916 
the INC and the Muslim League had 
joined forces to campaign for Home 
Rule and a visit by the Secretary of State 
the following year appeared to suggest 
they might get it. The way in which 
the nationalist hopes of 1914 were to 
be dashed at the end of the war would 
take the British Raj into its bloody and 
traumatic endgame.
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