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Imperialism and Nationalism in India 

ANIL SEAL 

AMONG the dominant themes of world history during the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries have been the imperialism of the west and the 
nationalism of its colonial subjects. Nowhere were these themes derrel- 
oped more spectacularly than in South Asia; its history quite naturally 
came to be viewed as a gigantic clash between these two large forces. 
The subject then was held together by a set of assumptions about the 
imperialism of the British and the reactions of the Indians against it. 
That imperialism, so it was thought, had engineered great effiects on the 
territories where it ruled. Those who held the power could make the 
policy, and they could see that it became the practice. Sometimes 
that policy might be formulated ineptly or might fall on stony ground 
or even smash against the hard facts of colonial life. But for good or ill, 
imperial policy seemed to be the main force affiecting colonial condi- 
tions. It emerged from an identifiable source, the official mind of 
Whitehall or the contrivances of pro-consuls; and so the study of 
policy-making made a framework for investigations into colonial 
history. 

These assumptions were convenient, but historians of colony after 
colony have knocked them down. The emphasis has shifted from the 
elegant exchanges between London and colonial capitals to the brutal 
clashes between colonial politicians struggling at the more humdrum 
levels where the pickings lay. No longer will it do to exalt the work of 
Mr Mothercountry, cobbling together constitutions for dependencies, 
above the inescapable constraints inside them. The old assumption that 
direct imperial power was strong has been replaced by the new doctrine 
that it was hobbled at every turn. It depended on local allies. Local 
conditions might buckle its policies. Often it did not know what it was 
doing. Assumptions about the irresistible power of imperialism were 
always slippery notions;l now they are refuted notions. Once the study 
of policy-making lay in the mainstream; now it has retreated into 

1 Perhaps the most devoted advocate of imperial power was Curzon, but bitter exper- 
ience led him to conclude that 'The Government of India is a mighty and miraculous 
machine for doing nothing'. Curzon to Hamilton, g April I902. Gurson Papers, 
Mss Eur F I I I/I6I, India Oice Library. 

A 32I 

This content downloaded from 46.243.173.29 on Sat, 28 Jun 2014 12:47:46 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

Jstor 311848    

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


322 ANIL SEAL 

backwaters. The effect upon the study of modern Indian history is 
plain. Historians have switched their attention from imperial fiats to 
Indian facts, from the rambling generalizations of the Raj to the con- 
creteness of local studies, from large imprecision to minute exactitude. 
In so doing, they have demolished part of the framework of the subject. 

At the same time they have cracked the other casing which helped 
to hold it together. However tentative its beginnings, nationalism in 
India used to be seen as a general movement which voiced the interests 
of large sections of the Indian people. Just as imperial policies were 
thought to lead to imperial practice, so nationalist programmes were 
thought to emerge from national movements. But much the same find- 
ings which have been fatal to the old views about imperialism have also 
destroyed the view that nationalism was a force working generally inside 
a nation. As its provincial, and then its local roots have been laid bare, 
what looked like an all-India movement appears as nothing of the sort. 
Programmes proclaimed from above were at odds with the way poli- 
ticians worked lower down. What held true in one part of India was 
not true in another. It is no longer credible to write about a movement 
grounded in common aims, led by men with similar backgrounds, and 
recruited from widening groups with compatible interests. That move- 
ment now looks more like a ramshackle coalition throughout its long 
career. Its unity seems a figment. Its power appears as hollow as that of 
the imperial authority it was supposedly challenging. Its history was 
the rivalry between Indian and Indian, its relationship with imperialism 
that of the mutual clinging of two unsteady men of straw. Consequently, 
it now seems impossible to organize modern Indian history arourld the 
old notions of imperialism and nationalism. But their disappearance 
has had awkward results. 

Having failed to discover unities in the politics of all-India, historians 
cut their losses by turning to the study of the regions, whether defined 
as the old provinces of British India or as areas with a common lan- 
guage. There they hoped to find unities to help them regulate these new 
fields of study: caste seemed to explain much about the politics of Bengal 
and Madras, as did religious allegiance in the Punjab, kinship in the 
United Provinces and language in Orissa or the Karnatak. In turning 
to the regions, and to the solidarities within them, these scholars were in 
fact falling back on positions prepared long ago by the British admini- 
strators. Over and over again the Old India Hands had stressed that 
India was not a nation but a congeries of countries,2 each of which 

2 According to Sir John Strachey, '. . . the first and most essential thing to learn 
about India [is] that there is not, and never was an India, or even any country of 
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contained large groups of people who were held together by bonds 
such as caste and kin, community and language, and who could be 
classed under these tidy heads for the convenience of the administrators. 
Here were sets of ready-made uniformities around which the historian 
of the region could crystallize his explanations. For a time it seemed as 
though the truisms of the Raj were to become the dogmas of the his- 
torians.3 But the roots of politics turned out to lie lower still. Other 
workers have dug below the province and the region, into the district, 
the municipality, even the village. Mining at such deep levels had led to 
the caving-in of beliefs that there were regional uniformities cementing 
Indian politics. What seems to have decided political choices in the 
localities was the race for influence, status and resources. In the pursuit 
of these aims, patrons regimented their clients into factions which 
jockeyed for position. Rather than partnerships between fellows, these 
were usually associations of bigwigs and followers. In other words they 
were vertical alliances, not horizontal alliances. Local struggles were 
seldom marked by the alliance of landlord with landlord, peasant with 
peasant, educated with educated, Muslim with Muslim and Brahmin 
with Brahmin. More frequently, Hindus worked with Muslims, Brah- 
mins were hand in glove with non-Brahmins; and notables organized 
their dependents as supporters, commissioned professional men as 
spokesmen and turned government servants into aides. In the everyday 
decisions of life as they were taken in many localities, the social dockets 
devised by the administrator and adopted by the historian had little 
meaning. 

As knowledge has increased, so has confusion. Politics at the base 
seem diffierent in kind from politics in the province or in the nation. 
Whatever forces may have brought men into partnership at these higher 
levels, they can hardly have been the same as those which made men 
work together in the neighbourhoods. However persuasive the slogans 
from the top, they can have made little impact upon the unabashed 
scramblers for advantage at the bottom. Indeed there seems no neces- 
sary reason why the politics of these localities should have become 
enmeshed with the larger processes at all. It is not obvious why bosses 

India, possessing according to European ideas, any sort of unity....' It is interesting 
that this classic apology for British rule stressed its centralizing and unifying impact, 
but denied that 'such bonds of union can in any way lead towards the growth of a 
single Irsdian nationality'. John Strachey, India (London, I888), pp. 5, 8. 

3 lShe oRicials of the Raj provided many of the data upon which studies of the 
political arithmetic of the regions are based, and administrative practice rested on 
their categories. That is another reason why their arguments have powerfully 
influenced the new wave among historians of India. 
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in Tanjore or Belgaum should have sought allies in Madras or Bombay, 
still less in all-India circles. But there is no denying that such linkages 
existed, and that they came to exert a vast influence over the country's 
politics. The Indian Association and the Unionist party each spanned a 
province; the Hindu Mahasabha, the anti-untouchability leaguej the 
movements for sanatanadharma and cow-protection worked across 
several provinces; the Home Rule Leagues, the National Liberal 
Federation, the Indian National Social Conference, the a]l-India 
Scheduled Castes Federation, the Khilafat Party and the Muslim 
Conference claimed to be national bodies; while the Congress and the 
Muslim League were undeniably all-India organizations. Non- 
cooperation, civil disobedience, and the movements for Quit India and 
for Pakistan were not the products of the village green. It would be a 
sterile historiography which resigned itself to declaring that these were 
the products of linkages whose nature is unknown. The result would be 
the disintegration of the subject. 

One of the main tasks in its reintegration must be to identify the 
forces which drove Indian politics upwards and outwards from the 
oddities of the locality, or downwards from the hollow generalities of 
all-India, which bonded their political activities together, and which 
determined the nature of the relations between them. This work of 
reconstruction must also find an explanation for the extraordinary 
volatility and discontinuity of political behaviour in so much of India, 
as well as for the palpable gap between what politicians claimed to 
represent and what they really stood for. The priorities of politicians, 
the roles they played, the principles they claimed to support, seem to 
have varied as they moved between one arena and another; in each and 
every sphere, the alliances they made showed extreme shifts and turns. 
Members of the Justice Party in the nineteen-twenties were the Con- 
gressmen of the nineteen-thirties. Cooperators became non-cooperators. 
The gaolbirds of civil disobedience came out for council entry. Congress 
Muslims turned round and supported Pakistan. These are large prob- 
lems, and they call for large solutions. It is not good enough for the 
historian to set up an explanation of the workings of politics at one level 
and then cast around for a few supporting examples at another, higher 
or lower, conveniently forgetting that most of these cases actually cut 
across the grain of his argument. In the analysis of a political system 
which worked at different levels, models appropriate for one of them can- 
not simply be transposed to the others. Local, provincial and national 
politics worked as they did because they were interconnected; it is the 
connections which must be elucidated. The problem is central to the 
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history of all colonial nationalisms in modern times. Formed out of 
disparate aspirations and grievances, they were somehow genera- 
lized into unities stronger than their own contradictions. In the Indian 
context, the problem takes this form. A great deal of local Indian 
politics (although, as we shall see, not all) was organized into factions by 
the influence of the strong upon the weak, and into systems apparently 
insulated from each other. Lateral connections and solidarities which 
might have united them were few. Yet they came to be linked with other 
systems, thereby producing large movements. What was the nature of 
those linkages ? 

Several explanations have been suggested. One line of argument has 
stressed the enduring importance of traditional forces throughout all the 
changes in modern India. Webs of kinship and of clan, solidarities of 
community and ritual might be seen as conserving or regenerating 
supra-local unities. Another argument asserts that the development 
of the economy drove the localities into larger and larger systems of 
production and exchange. Admittedly there was no national economy: 
development was far too patchy for that. But in some parts of India the 
increase in cash crops, the growth of trading communities and the devel- 
opment of the professions stimulated both town and country, encourag- 
ing the spread of social groups, whether they were rich peasants in the 
Andhra delta, traders along the Ganges, the western-educated in 
Calcutta or businessmen in Bombay. There is merit in both arguments. 
Certainly there were cases in most regions where the emergence of 
larger groupings can best be explained by linkages which were the result 
of traditional or economic forces. It is still more suggestive that some 
of these groupings tended to stick together through thick and thin, an 
atypical trait which was to give them great importance in Indian 
politics. However, these cases of horizontal connection cannot explain 
how linkages were forged between the host of factions that did not 
possess solidarities of this sort. Yet it was precisely these factions that 
were the stuff of most Indian politics. On the unsteady base of local 
squabbles for spoils rested the larger political systems of India: the 
Justice and Unionist parties, and the Congress itself, were largely built 
out of this rubble. Both types of politics need to be explained, but the 
arguments mentioned so far can apply only to the loyalties of horizontal 
connection and not to the vast mass of political systems which lacked 
them. In order to provide a more general explanation, we propose an 
alternative approach. 

This entails reopening the study of government, although not along 
the old lines. The argument that the rule of strangers in India goaded 
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their subjects into organizing against it is not our concern. The suggest- 
ion that government prepared its own destruction by fostering an 
intellectual elite is not relevant.4 The fact that the power of imperialism 
was far from irresistible can readily be admitted. What is important 
about the role of government is the structure which the British created 
for ruling their Indian empire. However much they may have relied on 
Indian collaborators, their government was organized for the power 
and profit of their imperial system throughout the world. In the pursuit 
of this aim, they needed to treat their Indian possessions as a whole. 
Though they were the successors of nawabs and maharajahs galore, 
they were in India not as partitioners but as unifiers. Essentially, the 
Indian empire was meant to be indivisible.5 Hence it was ruled through 
a chain of command stretching from London to the districts and 
townships of India; hence too, the government of India he]d sway over 
all-India, so that even the pettiest official intervention in a locality 
issued from a general authority. These administrative lines formed a 
grid which at first rested loosely upon the base. Later it was pressed 
down more firmly by the heavier intervention of the Raj in local matters 
and by the growth of representative institutions. Indians needed to 
treat with the Raj, and increasingly they came to do so by exploiting its 
structure of control and the forms in which its commands were cast. 
This called for a political structure of their own which could match the 
administrative and representative structure of the Raj, and was in time 
to inherit its functions. In this way we may help to explain the nature 
of the linkages which were to bind together the very diffierent activities 
of Indians in arenas large and small. 

II 

We shall begin by looking afresh at the interplay between imperialism 
and Indian political society. It is our hypothesis that the structure of 
imperial government can provide a clue to the way Indian politics 
developed. This structure in India cannot be explained by Indian 
considerations alone. It is obvious that the development of the Raj 
moved widdershins to the tendencies prevalent in the British empire as 

4 Graduates and professional men in the presidencies undoubtedly had a large part 
to play in the politics of province and nation. But they were not quite as important 
as they once appeared. Some of the suggestions in Anil Seal, The Emergence of Indidn 

NationQlism (Cambridge, I 968), have dropped through the trapdoor of historiography. 
s Of course the presidencies liked to recall their separate historical pasts. So did 

the princes. But the Supreme Goverment eroded these little local vanities. 
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a whole. When the British were relying upon the techniques of informal 
empire to better their world position, their Indian possessions stood 
out as a huge exception, as a formal empire on the grand scale. At the 
very time they were slackening control over many of their colonies, 
they were tightening London's hold over India. Incongruities of this 
sort continued into the twentieth century, when the administrative 
diversities in the new African colonies contrasted with the uniformities 
of the Raj, and when imperial control over defence and foreign policy, 
splintered throughout much of the empire, remained as firm as ever in 
India. Most of the essential aspects of the connection between Britain 
and India remained substantially unchanged until I947. Why should 
this have been so ? The reasons for these incongruities lie in the perma- 
nent importance of India to the position of Britain in the world and the 
permanent difficulties of maintaining the British position in India. 

India's worth was clear to Pitt and Dundas; the establishment of 
British power in India was matched by her growing importance as a 
base for further expansion in the Indian Ocean and the Yellow Sea. 
During the nineteenth century India became a good customer for 
British manufactures; she was to become a useful supplier of raw mater- 
ials, a crucial element in the British balance of payments and a field for 
large capital investment. But the balance sheets of imperialism do not 
reveal the full importance of the Raj to the British Empire. Imperialism 
is a system of formal or informal expansion, driven by impulses of profit 
and of power, each of which feeds on the other. India's growing foreign 
trade helped to push the influence of the British deeper into west and 
east Asia alike. Her growing military power underwrote the informal 
influence they were developing in those regions, as well as the formal 
empire which they built in Burma, Malaya and East Africa. India 
became the second centre for the extension of British power and in- 
fluence in the world; and when she dropped this role after I947, the 
British empire did not take long to disappear. 

Throughout the century and a half of British rule, the Raj was 
being worked in the service of interests far larger than India herself, 
since they bore upon the British position in the world. That is why the 
control of the Raj as a system of profit and power had to lie in London. 
And that is why London's control over India had to be matched by the 
increasingly tight grip of the Governor-General over his subordinate 
administrations. These imperial aims combined with the circumstances 
in India itself to determine the structure of government and the nature 
of its administration. The British wanted to pull resources out of India, 
not to put their own into India. Therefore the administrative and mili- 
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tary system had to pay for itself with Indian revenues. At the top, this 
called for a skilled bureaucracy capable of handling large issues bearing 
upon the economy and the army. But at lower levels this control had 
to be looser. There, imperial ends had to be satisfied by more modest 
programmes. The chief source of Indian revenue lay in land, and it had 
to be collected from millions of payers. In the localities the main tasks 
were to secure the cheap and regular collection of revenue and to see to 
it that the districts remained quiet. But these tasks were beyond the 
unaided capacity of the British administrators on the spot.6 British 
agents were costly. Happily, Indian collaborators were not, and for 
much of the business of extracting tribute and keeping the peace, the 
British were content to follow the precepts of Clive and Cornwallis by 
relying on the help of influential Indians prepared to work with the 
regime. It was in the administration of the localities that the vital 
economies in ruling had to be made. There, governance had to be 
pursued by simpler arrangements, such as the frontier methods of Nikel 
Seyn in the Punjab or the lonely patrols of Cross Beames in the wilds of 
Orissa, or by enlisting the cooperation of zemindars, mirasidars, taluk- 
dars, and urban rais. 

By accepting such men as their local collaborators, the British were in 
fact striking a political bargain. Its terms were that they could depend 
on the collection of revenue, provided that they did not ask too officious- 
ly who paid it; and that they might take public order for granted, 
provided that they themselves did not play too obtrusive a part in 
enforcing it. The British built the framework; the Indians fitted into 
it. Local bargains of this sort were of great advantage to the British 
because they reduced Indian politics to the level of hagg]es between the 
Raj and small pockets of its subjects, a system which kept them satis- 
factorily divided. These were solid gains, but they had to be paid for. 
In return, the British had to acquiesce in an arrangement where strong 
local intermediaries could block them from meddling in the affairs of 
those who owned land, or controlling the others who tilled it. This 
meant in practice that the British were winking at the existence of a 
legal underworld where the private justice of faction settled conflicts 
with the blows of lathis, or where, at the best, the strong could get their 
own way in the courts. In the mythology of empire, the age of Elphin- 
stone, Munro and Thomason seems one of heroic social engineering; 
but under the pinnacles of their Raj lay a ground-floor reality where 
Indians battled with Indians, sometimes for the favours of the district 
officer, sometimes to do each other down without reference to him and 

6 White settlers, once prohibited, later were never more than a handful. 
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his book of rules. At these levels, it might be the British who governed, 
but it was Indians who ruled. 

This is not to suggest that at any period the Raj was merely a night- 
watchman and receiver of tribute;7 or that its systems of collaboration 
simply meant confirming things as they were. Even under John Com- 
pany, government ratified, or upset, social and economic arrangements 
which extended far beyond the localities. In this rupturing of the auto- 
nomy of regions and localities lies one of the chief innovations of British 
rule. The Raj defined the forms and established the categories even in 
matters where its subjects were allowed a free hand. Already in this 
period Indian response had to take note of British regulation. After 
I843 men from Sind, Gujarat, Maharashtra and the Karnatak had to 
vie with each other for the favours of an administration run from 
Bombay city. Once men had been classed as zemindars or ryots in the 
settlements, they had to accept these classifications when they treated 
with government. 

But the irruption of government into the regions and localities went 
much further in the second half of the nineteenth century. As imperial 
interests expanded, so did their demands upon India. Indian revenues 
had to pay for an army liable to defend British interests outside India;s 
they had to meet the growing overheads of administration; they had to 
guarantee loans for the railways. These demands were harder to meet. 
In I858 the Crown inherited from the Company a regime crippled by 
poverty, and until the end of the century the reorganized government 
was never to escape from Snancial weakness. A costly dash in and out of 
Afghanistan, a fall in silver or a bad monsoon could tip Indian finances 
into deficit. Crises were likelier than windfalls. Direct taxes yie]ded 
little.9 Locked in these fetters, the Raj had to create more resources and 

7 Many of the land settlements of the Raj were also designed to stimulate agrarian 
improvement; its canals brought new land under cultivation; its improvements to 
transport linked cities which it had done so much to create. It sent Indians to school, 
partly to train cheap clerks for its offices, but also to create economic men. But to 
judge the Raj as an immensely powerful system of government makes sense only in 
terms of policy-making. In practice, many of its effiorts were buckled by the hard 
facts of Indian society. 

8 About a third of the total expenditure of the Indian government in the four 
decades before World War I was on its army. Statistical tables on government's 
finances (and on many other aspects of Indian society and economy) are being pre- 
pared, with the help of C. Emery, by the modern Indian history project at Cambridge, 
financed by a grant from the Social Sciences Research Council. It is hoped to publish 
these results soon. 

9 Expanding its revenues was a difficult task for a government which relied upon 
so regressive a system of taxation. Income tax was obstructed by Indian interests, 
customs duties were kept low by imperial interests, opium was threatened by humani- 
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take its cut. Tribute from the lease of franchises to local notables was no 
longer enough to meet the bill. Loose controls by London of Calcutta, 
by Calcutta of its provinces, by provincial capitals of the districts had 
all to be tightened. Raising revenues meant a greater administrative 
intervention in the affairs of Indian society, going deeper than the 
previous system had done. But such an intervention was exposed to 
the perennial dilemma of the Raj. If the administrative cost of inter- 
vening was not to overtake the returns and the security of the state not 
to be put at risk, Indian collaboration would have to be much extended. 
So the Raj mitigated its administrative drive by devising new methods 
of winning the cooperation of a larger number of Indians. Systems of 
nomination, representation and election were all means of enlisting 
Indians to work for imperial ends. 

The Government of India Act of I858 had created a Secretary of 
State whose powers stretched far beyond those of his predecessor, the 
President of the Board of Control. He was in continuous touch with 
policy-making; before long he had won 'abundant power in one way or 
another of enforcing his views';10 and he could demand due obedience 
from all British authorities in India. Thus the constitutional principle 
became established that '. . . the final control and direction of affairs of 
India rest with the Home Government, and not with the authorities . . . 
in India itself'.1l Even the Acts of I9I9 and I935 kept London in com- 
mand of the centre, and until I947 the vital attributes of sovereignty 
remained there.12 London did what it pleased with India's army; it took 
her to war, and it brought her to peace; London alone could alter her 
constitution. It was London that took the decisions about the siphoning- 
offof Indian revenues, the pace of Indian development, and the deploy- 
ment of Indian power; and these controls were kept intact until London 
decided to divide and quit. 

Not only did the nature of imperial aims call for London's control 
tarian interests. Until the beginning of the twentieth century, government finances 
continued to be propped up by the peasants, since receipts from land revenue were 
greater than receipts from all other taxes put together. 

1o Sir Charles Wood quoted in R. J. Moore, Sir Charles Wood 's Indian Policy s853-66 
(Manchester, I 966), p. 39. 

11 A. C. Banerjee, Indian Constitlltional Docllments s757-z947 (Calcutta, I96I, third 
edition), II, 3 I9. 

12 Control over defence and foreign policy was not even mentioned in the Mon- 
tagu-Chelmsford report; the Government of India Act of I935 stated that this 
control was to remain in British hands (26 Geo. V, c. 2, section I I). London also 
kept the true underpinnings of profit. It was from London that Indian loans came; 
London manipulated the exchange rate of the rupee as it saw fit and knocked India 
off the gold standard when that suited its purpose. Even the granting of tariS auto- 
nomy to India meant less in practice than in publicity. 
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over India; it also called for control over its subordinate administrations 
to keep them in line with British purposes. The Charter Act of I833, 

which brought the Supreme Government into being, had also granted 
the Governor-General in Council control over the entire revenues of all 
the territories in British India. Point by point, the government in 
Calcutta hammered home these advantages, strengthening its manager- 
ial services, framing a central budget, and regulating finances so that the 
provinces had to live on whatever doles the centre saw fit to allow them. 
One by one, the old freedoms of the Presidencies were mopped up by 
Calcutta. In I893 the Bombay and Madras military commands were 
abolished; during the early twentieth century the central government 
gradually wrested from the provinces their control over relations with 
the princely states. It became the orthodoxy of constitutional lawyers 
that, whatever the rights and the duties of the provinces in running their 
affairs, yet '. . . in all of them the Government of India exercise an 
unquestioned right of entry . . .'13 During the nineteenth century the 
provinces had been degraded into mere agents of the centre. In the 
twentieth century administrative necessity might demand decentraliza- 
tion and political pressures might call for devolution, but even the Acts 
of I9I9 and I935 were not permitted by the rulers of India to threaten 
central control over matters that crucially affected imperial purposes in 
India.14 In terms of formal constitutional history these Acts may have 
altered the working arrangements of the Raj; but in terms of power they 
were simply changes in the methods by which the British pursued their 
essential aims. 

But managers need agents, and in the Indian empire these had to be 
the provincial administrations. The general principles of legislation and 
administration were laid down from above, but the execution of both 
had to be undertaken in the provinces. In the later nineteenth century 
London and Calcutta decided that more needed to be done with their 
Indian empire: tenancy legislation, new laws about contract and trans- 
for of land, public works, irrigation, public health, forest conservancy, 
famine codes, takkavi loans, education both primary and secondary, all 

3 Report on Indian Constitlltional Reforms (Calcutta, I9I8), para. 49, p. 33. 
14 After I9I9 the provinces had assured monies of their own; but the central 

government took a firmer grip than before in auditing their accounts. Again, the 
provincial governments administered the Criminal Investigation Departments 
founded between I905 and I907; but important intelligence work was always left 
to oicers from the central CID after I9I9, and the reforms of I935 led to the 
appointment in the province of a Central Intelligence Officer who was responsible 
to the Intelligence Bureau in New Delhi. Sir Percival GriEths, Eo Gllard My People. 
The History of the Indian Police (London, I 97 I), pp. 342-54. 
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came to be in the day's work for this improving government. Much of 
the legislation was framed in the provinces. Most of the actual work was 
done in the provinces. Provincial secretariats and district officers had 
new duties piled upon them. The local arms of all the central depart- 
ments, whether forestry or agriculture, commerce or industry, excise or 
education, were jerked into a new activity. The hordes of petty officials 
who had been government servants more in name than in deed, now had 
to respond more efficiently to orders from above. 

But these developments had to be paid for. Since government needed 
to squeeze the last rupee out of its territories, this in turll could only 
mean more thorough intervention on its part. In pulling up the slack 
at the base of the system, the Raj called upon its provinces and their 
agents to meddle more actively below. The easy-going collaboration 
which had guided affairs in so many localities was no longer adequate 
for those purposes. Hence there were bound to be big upsets in old fran- 
chises. But here was the rub. Even under the old system, there had been 
plenty of upsets. After the rising of I 857, the British became preoccupied 
with the stability of their rule, more sensitive to Indian pressures, more 
alert to Indian opinion. They were well aware that they had to soothe 
discontents and, wherever possible, deflect them against other Indians. 
The new situation complicated that task: the heavier the intervention, 
the higher the risk. 

Between the pressures of imperial demands and of Indian discontents, 
the Raj negotiated uneasily. In obedience to the former, there had to be 
more rule-making and general instructions from headquarters, and the 
power of the bureaucracies had to smack harder upon Indian society. 
On the other hand, these new intrusions into old immunities were 
balanced by the development of a system of representation, designed to 
make administrative pressures more acceptable, the rule-making process 
less arbitrary, and the recruitment of Indian assistants at the lerrels 
where they were needed less difficult. This system was set to work 
particularly at the points of execution rather than of command. 

To begin with, there were strong pragmatic grounds for granting 
Indians a limited say in the conduct of local affairs.l5 These were not 
in the main the reasons that appealed to Ripon in his famous resolution, 
nor have they been emphasized by historians who see local self-govern- 
ment as the first stage in the political education of Indians. As Lawrence 

15 But leading Indian politicians, concerned to change the structure of the 
Legislative Gouncils, quickly lost interest in local self-government when they saw 
that it was to begin and end in the localities; only when it came to be tied more 
firmly to the structure of rule above, did their interest in the municipalities and rural 
boards revive. 
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and Mayo were acutely aware, financial stringency made good sense of 
changes which successfully loaded the new municipalities with police 
and conservancy charges. When municipal and local boards were 
formed in most of the provinces after I88X, economy was again the clue. 
These local institutions also aided the Raj in its search for resources. 
Their powers were small, but the sums they raised and disbursed 
steadily increased. They had another useful role to play. They enabled 
government to associate interests in the localities more widely, and 
balance them more finely, than had the old rule of thumb methods of 
the Collector.16 

Beyond these pragmatic considerations, the widening of the represen- 
tative system carried political advantages of a different sort. It brought 
more Indians into consultation about the management of their afEairs; 
yet it kept them at work inside a framework which safeguarded British 
interests. In other words, the new system was casting wider nets to find 
collaborators. Conversations in the dak bungalow or on the Collector's 
verandah were no longer a satisfactory means for selecting them. 
Nomination based on the representation of interests was one way of 
finding them; elections found even more. Both methods worked to keep 
them in equipoise. In this way, representation became one of the vehicles 
for driving deeper into local society. 

But these modest representative bodies were to become important for 
another reason. Once the British extended municipal and district 
boards into most of the provinces, they went on to use them for purposes 
beyond the limited spheres of local taxation and administration. The 
British found them convenient as a way of adding, first a representative, 
'and later an elective, veneer to the superior councils which they were 
now developing. After the India Councils Act of I 86 I, provincial 
legislative councils were set up in Madras, Bombay and Bengal; the 
North-western Provinces obtained a council in I886, and the Punj'ab in 
I897. The Act of I892 increased the number of nominated members on 
these councils; but it also admitted the elective principle by the back 
door, since nominations might now be recommexlded by specific Indian 
organizations. In practice, this came to mean that district boards and 
municipalities,' together with landlords, chambers of commerce and 
universities, nominated a few members. In I909 the Morley-Mixlto 
reforms extended the links between higher and lower councils and 

16 Thus, for example, the membership of the rural boards in the Central Provinces 
was intended to represent the interests of landlords and traders; during the eighteen- 
eighties some towns in the Punjab began to reserve seats for communities. Much the 
same process can be seen in the municipalities of the United Provinces before I9I6. 
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enlarged the role of local men. Twelve of the twenty-seven members of 
the Legislative Council of the Governor-General were to be chosen by 
the non-official members of the provincial councils; and in each of the 
provincial councils a number of members were to be elected by the 
municipalities and district boards. At the same time, special interests 
such as landlords, Muslims and businessmen had the right to elect 
members to both provincial councils and the council of the Governor- 
General. 

Throughout this evolution two processes were at work. First, it is 
evident that Government was now balancing interests by separating 
them into categories of its own defining. Who were 'the Mohammadan 
Commanity in the Presidency of Bengal' or the 'Landholders in the 
United Provinces', each Of whom was to elect one member to the 
Governor-General's Council? Neither of these bland categories made 
any sense at the local level in Bengal and the United Provinces; both of 
them ignored the diffierent interests and rivalries among those groups 
whom the British bundled together in a phrase. 

In the second place, the spread of representation had now produced a 
legislative system which extended from the lowest to the highest level 
in India. In one sense the system formed a sort of representative pyramid. 
In most provinces the sub-district boards acted as electoral colleges for 
part of the membership of district boards. Together with the munici- 
palities, these boards elected members to the provincial councils, which 
in turn elected members to the imperial council. But in a wider sense 
the British had now constructed a representative and legislative structure 
which complemented their administrative structure. Together these two 
systems created bonds between the localities and the higher arenas of 
politics and administration. 

While the reforms of I9I9 upset the pyramid, they greatly strength- 
ened these bonds. Local bodies no longer elected to provincial councils, 
but they were bolted much more firmly into provincial politics. As part 
of the bargain of dyarchy, local self-government became the responsibi- 
lity of ministers who were appointed from among non-official members. 
They used their influence over local aiairs to reward their friends and 
punish their critics. But there was another side to the coin. Members of 
local boards and of provincial councils alike were now elected on a much 
wider franchise. Hence a wider range of local interests had to be cajoled. 
Members of the new provincial councils found that their constituents 
were much more disposed to re-elect them when the lives of these voters 
had been sweetened by tit-bits flung to them by the niinisters. Charity in 
the locality now began in the province. 
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The hierarchy of British rule through Indian collaboration survived 
the reforms of I935. The centre still kept a firm grip over sovereign 
authority, reserving important powers over the provinces and giving its 
Indian collaborators litt]e say in these safeguards; by granting the 
provinces the substance of self-government, by widening the electorate, 
the British ensured that their provincial successors had also to take 
account of far larger numbers of Indians who had the vote. While 
shooting Niagara, the British saw to it that their central powers remained 
intact and that India was still ruled by an interconnected system of 
government. The federal provisions of the I935 Act never came into 
operation. The uncertainty that flowed from this, together with the 
outbreak of war, meant that this Act was only a temporary settlement. 
The proposals from the Viceroy, the missions from London, and the 
talks at Delhi were preludes for transfer of power at the centre which the 
Raj had guarded so jealously for so long. 

As preparations to concession, whether interim or final, the British 
stuck to their old strategy of thrusting their subjects into broad cate- 
gories and divisions. The Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs and Depressed Classes 
defined by the Communal Award of I932 were the penultimate classifi- 
cations in a policy which ended in Partition. By the federal arrange- 
ments of I935 an even more improbable category, the Indian Princes, 
was brought into the game. This was part and parcel of a process which 
can be seen both in the administrative and the representative systems of 
the Raj in India. As government intervened more, as its regulations 
became more uniform, its rules more Olympian, the categories which 
defined Indian diversity had to become more and more abstract and 
rough-hewn. What remained true from first to last was that Indians 
could not affiord to ignore them in their political response. 

III 

In this section, the emphasis will lie on the forces which brought 
together the po]itics of small and larger arenas in India. By scrutinizing 
linkages, perhaps some of the puzzles of modern Indian history will be 
resolved: Why have good arguments about the nature of politics at one 
level lost cogency when applied to another? Why have Indian politi- 
cians played such apparently inconsistent roles in diffierent spheres? 
Why have they claimed to stand for one interest when in fact they were 
pursuing another? How have the politics of constitutionalism and 
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agitation been connected ? What has governed the timing of outbursts 
of activity and of relapses into quiescence ? 

A straightforward hypothesis provides a way into the problem. 
Government was intervening in the local aSairs of its subjects. These 
interrrentions took place inside a system of rule stretching from London 
to the Indian village. Government was pressing upon the uneven and 
disjointed societies of its subjects; they reacted, and their reactions 
differed. Indian diversity ensured endless variations in their response to 
government pressure, normally uniform, but they all had to devise 
systems of politics which enabled them to react at the points where that 
pressure was applied. In responding to government Indians had to be 
adaptable, and here one pliancy met another. However much it may 
have blustered to the contrary, the llaj was designed to respond to 
some pressures from its subjects, who were thus encouraged to organize 
to treat with it. Some saw advantage in doing so. Others saw it as 
necessary insurance against disadvantages. Either way, their effiorts to 
exploit the network of government constitute one of the forces linking 
the arenas of Indian politics. 

But the argument must go beyond this simple hypothesis. Govern- 
ment intervention might be on the increase; but it never gained exclu- 
sive possession of the lives of its subjects. Indians stood firmly by their 
own essentials, whether these were matters of ritual, family feuds or 
local standing. The llaj, plastic in many matters but unbending in some, 
maintained its reserved topics. So too did its subjects.l7 Neither side 
cared much about the other'sl8 Hence many of the Indian responses 
to government's initiatives were for limited purposes and at limited 
periods. 

There is another qualification to the hypothesis. It would be conven- 
ient if Indian political action had been simply a response to British 
initiative; but it would be too convenient to be true. Admittedly, there 
were parts of the country with few interests beyond those of the locality; 
and here kinship spun small webs, buying and selling were done in tiny 
marts, and religious horizons seldom lay beyond the nearby temple or 
mosque. In the arid Madras Deccan, for example, common interests 

17 One consequence of the reforms was the growing intervention by Indians in 
matters where the Raj had always feared to tread: the Hindu Religious Endowments 
Act of I926 was not a measure that the Madras Government would have passed before 
devolution. 

18 Of course, when the British retreated upon the centre, their concern with the 
details of the religious and social prejudices of their subjects became more remote 
than ever, while Indian interest in the powers which the British retained became 
much keener. 
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were narrow, and government institutions provided the chief impulse 
for bringing village and firkar into wider systems. But other regions had 
more powerful solidarities. Whatever moved the rich peasants such as 
the jotedars of Midnapore, the patidars of Gujarat and the ryots of the 
Andhra deltas, the Agarwal enthusiasts who traded along the Ganges, 
or the Khilafatists of Hindustan, it was not merely a desire to parley 
with their rulers. Granted, they could not ignore the Raj, since it had 
helped to widen the opportunities for trade and to heighten the resent- 
ments of Muslims. But they possessed a community of interest which did 
not simply arise from the behest of the llaj. Cases such as these make it 
clear that the bald hypothesis with which we began cannot provide a 
total explanation of the problem of linkages. 

Early in the nineteenth century Indian politicians were already 
anxious to negotiate with London. That is evidence of the logic of the 
interconnection. Over high policy, such as the constitution or fiscal 
issues or the employment of covenanted civilians, it was not Calcutta 
which could satisfy them, but only the ultimate authority. From the 
time of Rammohan Roy's passage to England, every reconsideration of 
India's constitution by parliament led to a rush of Indian petitions to 
Westminster, and the setting-up of organizations to back them. The Bom- 
bay Association, the Deccan Sabha, and the Madras Native Association 
owed their existence to the Charter revision of I853. In the eighteen- 
eighties, hopes for constitutional crumbs created several new associa- 
tions in the presidency capitals and then in I885 joined them together 
into the Indian National Congress. At first this mendicancy by the 
nation led to little more than annual festivals, where provincial dele- 
gates met, orated and dispersed. 

Their provincial organizations might seem hollow, with nothing to 
lose but their prospectuses; but they had an operational part to play. As 
officials and legislatures in the provinces took more of the decisions and 
made more of the rules, butting into local sanctuaries, shuffling the 
standing of men and their share of the booty, they gave district bosses 
reasons for negotiating with the administration at heights to which 
they had not previously been minded to climb. It was through the 
provinces that government intervened; hence it was through provincial 
politics that local men hoped to influence it. Searching for credentials, 
coteries in the capitals sought supporters up country; needing a forum, 
mofussil men sometimes turned to the magniloquently named bodies in 
the cities. 

The Raj itself had cut the steps which these petitioners had to mount; 
it had also defined the tests they had to pass. Its administration had 

B 
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carved its peoples into large administrative blocks;l9 and it had set up a 
system of representing them. In effiect Indians were now being invited 
to voice the interests of others, if they could show credentials as the 
spokesmen of a block. This amounted to a licence, almost a command, 
to form associations intelligible to government. For the ambitious 
politician the entrance fee was to assert or pretend affinities with those 
who had been bundled into the same category.20 Some of these associa- 
tions were small, claiming to speak for parochial interests; but others, 
such as the National Muhammadan Association of Calcutta and the 
British Indian Association of Bengal, bravely claimed wider con- 
stituencies. 

As the British extended their representative systems, the growth of 
these asso-ciations became self-sustaining. As a promoter successfully 
asserted his claim to speak with government, he might hope for 
nomination to the higher councils, for greater influence over the 
regulations and useful contacts among the bureaucrats at the top. But 
the promoter's gain was likely to mean his competitor's loss; and the 
best hope for the loser was to adopt the same tactics as the winner for 
whom they worked so well. The result was often an organizational 
tit-for-tat where the forming of one association provoked the forming 
of a rival. At least this might prevent one's case from going by default; it 
might cast doubt on the credibility of his opponents; and at best it 
might pluck from them the coveted accolade of official recognitiorl. But 
competitiveness led to more than that. llivalry forced opponents to 
search for supporters at lower levels. The Indian Association did so in 
Bengal, and so did Tilak in Bombay, when he wooed city labourers for 
his Home llule League. It compelled defeated groups to look for a]lies 
at their own level elsewhere, as the Ghose brothers, Bipin Chandra Pal 
and Aurobindo were doing when they approached Tilak in Poona 
during the swadeshi and boycott agitations. It might compel them to 
seek help at higher levels, as the Hindu zealots had in mind when they 
formed an all-India Hindu Mahasabha in I909. Associations]ooking 

19 It suited the administrative convenience of the British to deem that throughout 
India, a landlord was a landlord and that a Muslim was a Muslim. Deeming is always 
dangerous, and many historians have been misled by this example of it. Sir Herbert 
Risley was responsible for much of the category-making behind the Morley-Minto 
reforms; but we need not suppose that such a distinguished ethnographer, with 
thousands of castes-to his credit, believed that Indians could really be shut into such 
large boxes. 

20 In the towns and villages, men of different religions, castes and occupations 
worked promiscuously together, heedless of the categories of the census and legislation. - 
Indians had to don new caps to fit the rules. Clornwallis's zemindars and Munro's 
ryots had done much the same. 
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for support above, below, and at their sideYproliferated greatly. Now, 
they required politicians whose profession was to act as intermediaries 
and spokesmen, men at home with the governmental grid and the 
matching structure of politics, able to shuttle between arenas. Some- 
times they had no base of their own, and this very freedom from the 
webs of local interest gave them a role that went beyond the localities. 
The careers of Dadabhai, Gokhale, the Ali brothers, the Nehrus, 
Jinnah and Gandhi himself show the increasing importance of the 
profession of politics.2l Associations, like cricket, were British innova- 
tions, and, like cricket, became an Indian craze. 

This explanation has been baldly stated because the purpose of an 
introduction is to introduce and the range of cases is immense. But the 
visit to India of the Secretary of State at the end of I9I7 provided 
striking illustrations of the-process that had been at workv As-soon as 
Montagu arrived, deputations and memoranda cascaded upon him. 
222 associations addressed representations to him. They were just the 
tip. Many other groups would have approached him had they not been 
turned away. Still others left their cases in the hands of larger bodies.22 
The I I 2 deputations which won an audience with Montagu had clearly 
been organized in terms of the categories devised by the British. 
Nineteen claimed -to represent landowners; eleven, businessmen; 
twenty-three, Muslims; five, high-caste Hindus and eight, the sdepressed 
classes'. Again, the fact that ninety-four of them limited their member- 
ship to one or other of the British provinces, shows how truly the lines 
for Indian political organization traced the administrative boundaries 
of the Raj.23 That many of these classifications existed only in the think- 
ing of the Raj is plain from the rivalries which now came into the open. 
Forty-four representations in all had been received from Muslim bodies; 
they showed divisions so glaring as to cast doubt on the existence of a 
Muslim community at all. In the Punjab the provincial branch of the 
Muslim League, having seceded from the all-India body in protest 

21 These are examples of political brokers (and in due course managers) at the 
top; they had innumerable counterparts, who performed much the same function 
at lower levels: Rafi Ahmed Kidwai of the United Provinces, Rangaswami Iyengar 
and Satyamurti in Madras, and Anugraha Narayan Sinha in Bihar are middlemen 
of this sort. 

22 'Addresses presented in India to . . * the Viceroy and . . . the Secretary of State 
for India', ParliamenSy Papers, I9I8, XVIII, 469-587. 

23 Their membership also illustrates that a politician might be forced to play many 
roles. As Montagu's advisers recognized, 'One individual might, and often did, 
appear as a member of several deputations, which represented, for instance, his 
religious community, his social class or professional interest, and his individual 
political views'. Ibid., 472. 
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against the Congress-League scheme, now led a cat-and-dog existence 
with the new provincial body which had been improvised to take its 
place. There was also the Punjab Muslim Association, which had been 
founded by landlords and claimed to speak for 'humbler agriculturists, 
the great bulk of the population of this province'24-a memorable 
example of how categories could be profitably confused. But for a 
community to split, it did not have to be large. The Ahmadiya sect of 
dissident Muslims might have seemed small enough to see the virtues of 
unity; but while their chief spokesman rejected the Congress-League 
scheme for demanding too much, its 'immediate adoption' was demanded 
by the Ahmadiya Anjuman Ishaat-i-Islam, a 'body of about 50 persons 
established at Lahore'.25 In the United Provinces, again, Muslim 
opinion was sharply divided. Here the provincial branch of the 
League supported the joint scheme, while the UP Muslim Defence 
Association rejected it. Less concerned with constitutional formulae, 
the ulema of the provinces held more antique views. At the Deoband 
seminary the maulvis called for an alim on every council, while the 
Majlis Muid-ul-Islam of Lucknow simply demanded that the Jewish 
Secretary of State should bring India under the rule of the true prin- 
ciples of the Koran. 

The exploitation of community for political rivalry was matched by 
the exploitation of the caste categories of the census. Montagu met 
several deputations which each claimed to speak for all the forty 
million non-Brahmins of the Madras Presidency. They split along the 
usual lines, the Madras Presidency Association supporting the Con- 
gress-League scheme, the others repudiating it. But another deputation, 
from the Adi Dravida Jana Sabha, raised the spectre of six million 
untouchables in the south, harassed by Brahmins and non-Brahmins 
alike, for whom the only hope lay in special representation. This indeed 
was the prize the southern politicians yearned forj especially those whom 
Montagu was spared from seeing. The alleged unity of the non- 
Brahmins could not hold firm against such a prospect: Nadukottai 
Chetties, Tiyyas, Nadars, Marawars, Lingayats, Visva Brahmins,26 Adi 
Andhras and Panchamas all called for it.27 Orthodox Brahmins, Jains, 

24 Ibid., 478- 
25 Ibid., 479, 486- 
26 These pretentious pot-makers, the Visva Brahmins, managed to split into five 

separate associations, with three distinct demands. 
27 Solomon's problem was child's play compared to Montagu's; the Governor of 

Madras, who had to work the minister's solutions by balancing these claims inside 
dyarchy, bitterly complained: 'Oh, this communal business. I am being bombarded 
by all sorts of sub-castes of the non-Brahmins for special representation and as I 
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Buddhists and Christians all joined in the rush, and in all some thirty- 
eight groups in Madras demanded special consideration and special 
rights. Madras was the extreme example of the general trend throughout 
India. In every province, at every level and inside every category, 
political associations were formed as the expression of claim and counter- 
claim, of group and counter-group, of competitors vying for the 
favour of the Raj by playing politics couched in its own formulae. 

The Secretary of State made his way to these rancorous caravanserais 
in the period before his new constitution devolved powers to the 
provinces and gave Indians a share of them. Until then many local 
politicians did not keep a continuous line open to the province. Associa- 
tions were, of course, one of the ways of doing so, but they were not 
enough to ensure success in the everyday affairs of localities. There, the 
old arts were still the best. No amount of bombinating in the British 
Indian Association could by itself give a zemindar control over his 
neighbourhood; the man who walked tall in the Sarvajanik Sabha 
might be without a shred of power in Poona; there were earthier and 
surer ways of pursuing interests. These associations were such imperfect 
indications of men's real priorities in the localities that we cannot assert 
that their expansion completely explains the growing linkages in Indian 
politics apparent in Montagu's time. 

Yet nearly all localities were being pulled into larger worlds. Two 
political forces drew them upwards, the one constitutional, the other 
agitational. The pressure of provincial bureaucracies upon the little 
sanctuaries continued to grow, and to interSere more with their lives. 
The Madras government, for example, raised its revenues from eight 
crores of rupees to twenty-four between I880 and I920. Some part was 
redistributed within the province. To share these golden showers, the 
men in the localities had to surrender some of their isolation. The twin 
instruments of nomination and election made it easier to influence 
provincial decisions after I 909. The Act of I 9 I 9 greatly extended 
representation, and it also gave a smattering of power in the provinces 
themselves to Indian politicians, not least the power of spending money 
in their localities. This brought a heightened reality into elections; and, 
as we have seen, it made the politicians both of the centre and of the 
locality more dependent on each other. 

But another motor for driving loca] affairs up to higher arenas was 

believe there are some 250 of these, I am not likely to satisfy many in a council of 
I27. You're a nice fellow to have given me this job!' Willingdon to Montagu, 20 
February Ig20. Willingdon Papers, India Oice Library. David Washbrook dug 
out this gem. 
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provided by the development of Indian politics. The forming of the 
Home Rule Leagues and the alliance between the Congress and the 
Muslim League in I9I6 were portents of agitations which could now 
be set in motion by bodies claiming to stand for all-India interests. By 
I920, these agitations were dominating politics.28 Gandhi shouldered 
aside the old Congress hands who had previously claimed to speak 
for the movement. His own agitation, fortified by his a]liance with 
the Khilafatists, emerged as the non-cooperation campaign of I920-22. 

In practice the campaign was a series of interconnected district battles, 
fought by men from the localities. The hillmen of Kumaon, the coolies 
of Assam, the headmen of Oudh, the turbulent peasantries of Midnapore 
and Guntur, Kaira and Bhagalpur, were all using what were allegedly 
national issues to express their local complaints. Local grievances were 
chronic and narrow, but they put the stuffing into campaigns which 
were intermittent and wide. It was not possible for the localities to 
reject the linkages of agitation. For the provincial and national leader- 
ships to press the British at the top, they had to cause the base to 
fu]minate, and so they did all they could to bring the localities into the 
movement. Many localities welcomed a wider agitation as a means of 
paying oS old scores against the administration and those who sided 
with it. But in any case, had they ignored the movement, they would 
have risked losing all influence upon what was clearly a growing power 
in their province. 

Some of the supporters from the localities made awkward allies for 
the leadership. National and provincial campaigners with large inter- 
ests to watch had to be more prudent than men whose local grievances 
were not assuaged by all-India strategies. When Gandhi wanted to cool 
his campaign in I922, the men of Bardoli and Guntur were spoiling for 
a fight; his efforts to observe the armistice in I93 I meant nothing to the 
peasants of Rae Bareli or Bara Banki. But these difficulties in control- 
ling agitation were balanced by its success in bringing ever more local 
politicians into the ambit of the provinces. 

During the quiescent period between I922 and I928, many of these 
agitational links snapped, and provincial parties almost closed down 
shop in the districts. But it was business as usual in the political ex- 
changes of the provincial capitals, where jobbers organized factions to 
enter and break the councils, or to work them. It mattered little to these 

28 Constitutional politics and agitation rode in unsteady tandem throughout this 
period. The defeat of the constitutionalists in I920 was more tactical than strategic. 
By December I920 when the Nagpur Congress met, the first elections under the 
reforms had come and gone. By the time of the next elections in I923, the Swaraj 
party was in the front seat, and Gandhi was back-pedalling from gaol. 
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groupings whether they retained formal allegiance to the Congress or 
not; they did so only when it suited their convenience, and when it did 
not, they left the Congress to their rivals. They stepped nimbly in and 
out of the all-India organizations, like so many cabs for hire. From 
local torpor and national insignificance, Indian politics were rescued 
by constitutional changes. The Award had settled the share of the 
communities. By extending the electorate, the imperial croupier had 
summoned more players to his table. By transferring political power 
to politicians in the provinces, he made them the main agencies of inter- 
vention in the localities. Now there was no help for it. Local men 
were forced into connections with those who claimed to represent the 
big battalions and would control their destinies in the future. At last the 
localities were soldered to the provinces. 

But the agitations and negotiations which led to the Act of I935 had 
also given a new importance to organizations claiming to represent all- 
India interests. Gandhi returned to take control of civil disobedience; 
Congress spoke with one voice at the Second Round Table Conference. 
Once power in the provinces was up for bids, interests outside the Con- 
gress also needed their national spokesmen. So the Muslims reorganized 
underJinnah in I93P5, and groups with even shakier all-India con- 
nections, such as the Depressed Classes, found it necessary to have a 
negotiator of their own. All these spokesmen grew in stature by being 
recognized, even if reluctantly) by Delhi and London, as the pleni- 
potentiaries of constituents in the provinces. But just as the Ra; had to 
counter-balance provincial devolution by strengthening its centre, so 
Indian politicians at the centre had to confront an analogous problem 
since provinces controlled by Indians might go their own way. The only 
safeguard open to the leaders of Congress and League against provincial 
autonomy was to construct central controls strong enough to tie their 
provincial satraps to them. In this difficult task they were helped by 
two trends. Although the I935 Act was intended by the British to con- 
tain Indian politics within the provincesX they could not be checked at 
that level. Some factions, such as those led by Pant in the United Pro- 
vinces, Rajagopalachari in Madras and Kher in Bombay, cheerfully 
glutted themselves with power in the provinces between I937 and I939. 

But plenty of others had no power to enjoy. Hence the Congress High 
Command could arbitrate between the 'ins' and 'outs' of the provinces, 
and in the Central Provinces went to the length of breaking a- ministry.29 
Provincial leaders whose hopes had been permanently bOasted by the 

29 Once war came Vallabhbhai ordered all the Congress ministers to quit office. 
Reluctantly they obeyed. 
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Communal Award had every reason to cling to their centre. In this 

way, the adhesion of the Muslims of the United Provinces helped to 

keep the League alive during the two lean years before the war. 

The other trend strengthening the centres was the steady raising of the 

constitutional stakes. The offiers of Linlithgow in I940 and of Cripps in 

I942 promised an immediate share in the central government and a 

post-dated cheque for its control after the war. These were matters 

beyond the provincial politicians. They could whip their own dogs, but 

no one else's. Only men claiming to take all the nation's interests into 

account, and having the all-India organizations to back these claims, 

could work at such altitudes. In the dead]y end-game played with 

Wavell, the Cabinet Mission and Mountbatten, these politicians claimed 

to be custodians of all the sets of interests crammed into the Pandora's 

boxes of the Congress and the League. Now there was everything to 

play for: the prize was the mastery of the subcontinent. Those who 

competed for it had to provide a firm leadership to their followers. The 

size of the stake let Jinnah break at last the independence of the Muslim 

bosses in the Punjab. Just as the agitations of the twenties and thirties 

had swung the localities behind the provincial leaderships, so the crisis 

of the last days of the Raj swung the provinces behind the national 

leaderships. The parallel went further. Just as civil disobedience had 

been complicated by enrages who went further than their leaders had 

wished, now on the eve of independence there were pressures from below 

which reduced the leaders' freedom of manceuvre. Jinnah was hoist with 

his own petard of Pakistan, and Nehru was harassed by the Sikhs and 

the Hindu Mahasabha. But in the outcome, Nehru, Jinnah and Val- 

labhbhai Patel settled the fate of the provinces over their heads, and 

all but one of them30 marched obediently into one or other of the new 

nations of India and Pakistan. At last the province had been soldered 

to the centre. 

* * * 

These interpretations arise from two main arguments. Simply put, 

Indian politics were an interconnected system working at several levels; 

and government had much to do with the linking of those levels. When 

these arguments are applied to modern Indian history, some of its 

conundrums look less intractable. In the first place, we need not be 

dismayed if some of the hard facts which have been revealed at the base 

of the system seem to run counter to the ways in which politics worked at 

30 The North-West Frontier Province. 
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other points. Once Indian politicians were pressed into treating with 
government and their fellow subjects at several levels, they played 
several roles, each of which might seem to make nonsense of the others. 
But those who varied their tunes between bucolic patter and urban 
suavity were not brazen impostors. To make use of the system, they 
had no choice but to play those contradictory roles. In catching them 
out at their tricks and dwelling on their inconsistencies, historians are 
simply playing a game at which the administrators used to excel. But 
to demonstrate that Indian politicians were not always what they 
claimed to be is not to describe what they were. Moral judgment is 
easy; functional analysis is hard. Perhaps our approach will help to 
make the one more difficult and the other less arduous. 

Secondly, the part played by ideology in the growth of Indian politics 
can now be re-assessed. Those who have convinced themselves that 
India is the home of spiritual values have found them everywhere in 
her politics; others have seen nothing but homo homini lupus. The truth 
seems to lie in between. Whatever held together the gimcrack coalitions 
of province and nation, it was not passion for a common doctrine. It was 
lower down that ideology was important. Illustrating the wit and wis- 
dom of Mohamed Ali would be unprofitable as well as painful; but 
there is no gainsaying the Hindu zealotry in the localities of Hindustan, 
or the Muslim resentments against it which lent that adventurer an 
improbable fame. Ideology provides a good tool for fine carving, but 
it does not make big buildings. 

We can make some inroads into a third question. Many historians 
have argued that the timing of Indian agitation was governed by the 
imminence of British concession. The point is a simple one; it was made 
by- Simon; and it is demonstrated by the landmarks of constitutional 
change from I853 until I947. Yet at the lower levels these simplicities 
melt into a more revealing complexity. There, government intervention 
helped to create the agitations over cow protection in I 893, the partition 
of Bengal in I905, the canal colonies of the Punjab in I907, the munici- 
palities of the United Provinces before I9I6, the coolies of Assam in 
I92I-22, the riglrts of village officers in the Kistna and Godaveri deltas 
-in I922, and the agrarian grievances of Gujarat, Oudh and Andhra 
during the Depression. Agitations of this sort fed into the larger move- 
ments, helping to start and sustain them, often surviving them and 
remaining at hand for the next all-India campaign. 

This conclusion alters our ideas about the nature of these large 
campaigns. Many local grievances dragged on, whether the leaderships 
were militant or not. When the malcontents of the neighbourhood 
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aligned themselves with the provincial and national campaigns which 
arose from time to time, they hoped to exploit these issues for their own 
causes. The small issues, which historians used to neglect, moved on 
diXerent clocks from the large issues on which study has been concen- 
trated. Small discontents existed before they were caught up by the 
agglutinative tendencies of larger campaigns and they went on sim- 
mering after the large agitations had cooled. Many localities had their 
irreconcilables, men whose interests could not be patted smoothly into 
the prudences of provincial politics, and who turned into permanent 
'outs'. This held good at higher levels too. After their position had been 
exploded by the Communal Award and by the silent consent to it of the 
all-India Congress, Bengalis, who had hitherto been among its leaders, 
now became malcontents at the national level, willing to make common 
cause with the mavericks of other provinces. Subhas's Forward Bloc 
looked backwards to the old triangle of Lalj Bal and Pal, to the Home 
Rule Leagues or the Hindu Mahasabha of Bhai Parmanand. All ofthem 
were coalitions of 'outs'. 

In turn, this helps to explain the relations between the constitutional 
and the agitational sides of Indian politics. For many historians, Indian 
politics kept on making clean breaks from one to the other; the smooth 
formulations which Sapru penned at Albert Road in Allahabad went 
unheard every time the trouble-makers escaped from their cages. 
This was not the way matters went. As we have seen, the roots of political 
activity in the localities twisted in many directions. Local grievances 
always looked for the best outlets. We cannot make a simple distinction 
between the constitutionalists, who scampered from board to councilX 
and the agitators from less accommodating areas who shunned such 
opportunism. Local studies reveal that there was much interaction 
between them. Even the most uncooperative areas had to work 
through government institutions; even the dacoits could not disregard 
them.31 Gandhi freely allowed satyagrahis to hold posts in local 
government, and the president of the Ahmedabad municipality in the 
mid-twenties was a not unknown agitator named Vallabhbhai Patel. 
The converse was true as well. Constitutionalists reactily became agita- 
tors when local conditions forced them to do so. The law-abiding 
municipality of Nagpur organized one satyagraha over flags, and the 
time-servers of Jubbulpore were swept into another over forests. Many 
local men were dual-purpose politicians, switching their bets between 
constitutionalism and agitation according to the temper of their sup- 

31 Many villages hired their chowkidars from the criminal tribes, following the old 
adage. 
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porters and the calculation of their interest. These ambiguities were 
shared by men at all levels. 

These conclusions suggest that some of the difficulties in Indian 
history can be met by putting new life into old fictors and that the 
subject can be reintegrated by seeing the roles of imperialism and nation- 
alism in a different light. Imperialism built a system which interlocked 
its rule in locality, province and nation; nationalism emerged as a 
matching structure of politics. The study of local situations, the com- 
ponents of these larger wholes, cannot by itself identify a bedrock 
reality. The Raj had smashed the autonomy of localities; the historian 
of British rule cannot put it together again. Indian politics have to be 
studied at each and every level; none of them can be a complete field 
of study on its own. Each of them reveals only that part of social action 
which did not depend upon interconnection. As that part became caught 
up by the linking forces of Indian history, it steadily shrank. 

In no colonial situation can government's part be ignored. We 
have suggested that much of the crucial work of connecting one level 
with another came from its impulses. This hypothesis can explain many 
of the problems of linkage. Others still elude us. We need more facts 
about such bonds as kinship patterns, urban ties, professional and 
educational interests. All that can be said at present about arguments 
built upon them is that they are probably significant, possib]y crucial, 
but certainly not general. In the meantime, the range of cases which 
can be explained by looking at imperialism and nationalism in the new 
way suggests that their importance has been too hastily marked down. 
Perhaps this volume will do something to bring them back into their 
own. 
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