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Decolonization in India: 

The Statement of 20 February 1947 

ANITA INDER SINGH 

the British statement of 20 February 19471 was the first and penulti- 
mate occasion that the British government announced a date for the 
termination of the Raj. India policymakers in Whitehall claimed that 
the declaration symbolized the fulfilment of 'the policy of successive Brit- 
ish governments to work for the realization of self-government in India,' 
a decision which had been presaged by the Government of India Acts of 

191 9 and 1935, the Cripps offer of 1942, and Attlee's statement in the 
Commons on 15 March 1946.2 But official pronouncements, even at their 
most candid, are known to reveal the suggestive and to cover up the vital, 
and it seems surprising that they have hitherto been accepted by his- 
torians at face value. A closer examination of the official documents 

leading up to the 20 February statement suggests that this Whiggish 
interpretation of its background must be questioned. It will be argued in 
this paper that the Labour government's decision to transfer power was 
not motivated by any strong commitment to Indian independence, but 
was precipitated by the prospect of an administrative breakdown which 
the British felt was beyond their control. In this sense, the statement of 
20 February 1947 seemingly represented the fulfilment of a pledge, while 

attempting to avoid British responsibility for the disintegration of the 
administration and to avert a situation which might endanger their posi- 
tion to the point of compelling them into a virtual retreat from India. 

At one level, the 20 February statement stemmed from the failure of 
the negotiations between the British, Congress, and Muslim League on 

1 Statement of 20 Feb. 1947, The Transfer of Power 1942-7, ed. N. Mansergh and 
P. Moon (London, 1970-83), IX. 773-5; hereafter T.O.P. 

2 It is beyond the scope of this paper to examine these claims. A fuller discussion 
of the policies which culminated in these measures can be found, for example, in 
P.G. Robb, The Government of India and Reform (Oxford, 1976), R.J. Moore, 
The Crisis of Indian Unity 1917-1940 (Oxford, 1974), and Churchill, Cripps 
and India 1939-45 (Oxford, 1979). For the Gripps offer, see T.O.P. , I. 315-16. 
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the basis of the cabinet mission plan of 16 May 1946.3 Anxious to con- 
ciliate Indian political opinion, the Labour government decided on 22 

January 1946 to send three ministers of cabinet rank to discuss with 
Indian leaders the means by which a constituent assembly could be 
established to frame a new constitution for India, and also the method 
of governing India in the interim period before the new government 
started operating.4 But the mission plan did not fix a time limit within 
which the negotiations must be completed and a new constitution drawn 

up; consequently, it did not specify a date by which the British would 
hand over power to Indians. Nor did the Labour government intend to 
make an unconditional transfer of power. On 14 January 1946, the 
cabinet decided that the British would accept the recommendations of 
the constituent assembly for independence, subject to the provision of 

satisfactory guarantees for the protection of minorities and the signing of 
a treaty or treaties between the British government and the successor 
authorities to cover defence and other matters arising out of the transfer 
of power. Ministers agreed that the pledge given in the Cripps offer of 
1 942 for independence after the war was 

not a blank cheque but had been conditional on a scheme being devised on 
which all parties agreed. We had a moral responsibility not to hand over the 
country to Indians without being satisfied that the succession governments 
were fully aware of the military and economic problems which a self- 
governing India would have to face and that they had concerted reasonable 
plans to meet them ... It was agreed that the risk of the latter point of view 
was that in effect we set ourselves up as the sole judge of what solution was 
reasonable both economically and from the defence aspect. If no solution 
was reached which we could regard as reasonable, logically we should con- 
tinue governing India even if it involved rebellion which would have to be 
suppressed by British troops.5 

By February 1947, only the Congress had entered the constituent as- 
sembly set up under the cabinet mission plan; the League had irrevo- 
cably decided to stay out of it. No constitution had been drawn up, so 
provision for the rights of minorities had not been made and agreements 
3 T.O.P., VII. 582-91. 
4 Cabinet CM. (46) 7th conclusions, 22 Jan. 1946, [Public Record Office,] 

GAB[inet Records,] 128/5. The cabinet delegation included Lord Pethick- 
Lawrence, secretary of state for India; Sir Stafford Cripps, president of the board 
of trade; and A.V. Alexander, first lord of the admiralty. See also cabinet directive 
to cabinet mission, 8 March 1946, CAB 129/7. 

5 Cabinet India and Burma Committee meeting (hereafter IBCM), 14 Jan. 1946, 
CAB 134/342. See also A. Inder Singh, 'Imperial Defence and the Transfer of 
Power in India 1946-47/ International History Review, IV (1982), 568-88. 
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on financial and military matters had not been concluded. The state- 
ment acknowledged that there was no clear prospect that a constitution 

accepted by all parties would emerge.6 But the Labour government, con- 

trary to its original intentions, had decided to wind up the Raj by the 
end of June 1948. 

Why did Whitehall alter its strategy in India? To answer this question, 
one must look first at what the cabinet mission sought to achieve, and 
second, at the developments which prompted the cabinet delegation and 
the viceroy to propose a British withdrawal from India within a certain 

period. The military interests of the British postulated a transfer of 

power to an undivided India. Defence was the 'crux' of the problem of 

partition; it alone made the case for Pakistan fall to the ground.7 The 
Indian parties were not told of the military intentions of the British,8 and 

negotiations between them and the British took place on the basis of the 

political alternatives of a united India or partition.9 A compromise be- 
tween them was difficult to achieve, as the Congress favoured the first and 
the Muslim League the second option.™ Neither party could be ignored 
by the British, as the Congress and League had won huge majorities in 
the general and Muslim constituencies respectively in the elections of 

1945-6. 
In order to achieve a settlement, the British had to offer real or appar- 

ent gains to both parties. To placate the Congress, the mission plan of 

1946 provided for a union government and legislature to deal with for- 

eign affairs, defence, communications, finance, and fundamental rights. 
The cabinet delegation hoped to satisfy the League by stipulating that 
all remaining powers would be vested in the provinces. Groups of prov- 
inces would be formed and would determine the provincial subjects they 
wished to take in common. Groups could set up their own legislatures 
and executives. The union and group constitutions would contain a pro- 
vision whereby any province could by a majority vote of its legislative 
assembly review the terms of the constitution every ten years. The con- 
stituent assembly would be elected by the provincial assemblies, with each 
6 T.O.P., IX. 774. 
7 See, for example, India Office note on Pakistan, 13 Feb. 1946, T.O.P., VI. 

951-61 ; note by Lt. Gen. Sir Arthur Smith on interview with Jinnah, 28 March 
1946, T.O.P., VII. 21. 

8 Cabinet delegation to Attlee, telegram, 15 May 1946, ibid., pp. 557-8; and 
Cabinet CM. (46) 48th conclusions, 16 May 1946, CAB 128/5. 

9 Entries for 4 and 1 7 April 1 946, [Churchill College, Cambridge] A. V. Alexander 
diaries; Wavell: the Viceroy's Journal, ed. P. Moon (Oxford, 1973), pp. 237, 
368. 

10 See, for example, note of interview between cabinet delegation and Jinnah, 16 
March 1946; notes of interviews between cabinet delegation and Gandhi and 
Azad, 3 April 1946, T.O.P., VII. 284-5, 111-13, 117. 
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province being allotted a number of seats proportional to its population. 
The assembly would be divided into three sections representing Hindu 
and Muslim majority provinces and the states. The Hindu and Muslim 
groups would meet separately to decide the provincial constitutions for 
their group, and if they so wished, the group constitution. When these 
had been settled, it would be for any province to opt out of the group. 
Thereafter the three bodies would meet together to settle the union con- 
stitution.11 

Given the contrary aims of the two parties, it is not surprising that less 
than three weeks after the publication of the mission plan, the cabinet 
delegation wired Attlee that a breakdown in negotiations was imminent 
and might be followed by civil disobedience organized by the Congress. 
They felt that the British lacked the resources to crush mass unrest, and, 
to avoid the embarrassing exposure of the failure to uphold their author- 
ity, should declare their intention to leave India by i January 1947.12 
The cabinet counselled patience and optimism,13 and when the League 
and Congress accepted the 16 May statement on 6 and 25 June respec- 
tively,14 it appeared that a spirit of compromise had triumphed over the 
political differences between them. But there lay the rub. The League 
accepted the mission plan because of a secret assurance given by Pethick- 
Lawrence and Cripps to members of its working committee on 16 May 
that sections in the constituent assembly would determine the constitu- 
tions of their provinces; sovereignty would not be transferred until the 
new constitution had been framed.15 The implication was that a section 
could decide against joining the union. If the transfer of power was con- 
ditional upon the constituent assembly's compliance with the mission 
plan, Pakistan could become a reality under British auspices. 

The League's resolution of 6 June 1946 made clear that it was accept- 
ing the plan because it believed that 'the basis and foundation of Pakistan 
are inherent in the Mission's plan by virtue of the compulsory grouping 
of the six Muslim Provinces in Sections B and C.'16 Jinnah's suspicions 
were therefore roused when the British accepted, a little later, a Congress 
resolution accepting the mission plan with the intention of working 
11 Ibid., pp. 582-91. 
12 Cabinet delegation and Wavell to Attlee, telegram, 3 June 1946, I[ndia] O[ffice 

Library,] L/P&J/5/337, 394-401. 
13 Attlee to cabinet delegation and Wavell, telegram, 6 June 1946, I.O. L/P&J/ 

10/22, pp. 143-5. 
14 League resolution, 6 June 1946, T.O.P., VII. 837-8; Congress working committee 

resolution, 25 June 1946, ibid., pp. 1036-8. 
15 Meeting between Pethick-Lawrence, Cripps, and Leaguers, 16 May 1946, ibid., 

pp. 577-80. 
16 Ibid., p. 837. 
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against grouping and asserting that no one would dictate to the con- 
stituent assembly what it should or should not do. Cripps and Pethick- 
Lawrence stated in parliament on 1 7 July 1 946 that the British aim was 

only to get the parties into the constitution making body.17 Accusing the 
British of bad faith, the Muslim League passed, on 29 July, a resolution 

rescinding its earlier acceptance of the mission plan and calling on Mus- 
lims to resort to 'Direct Action.518 What the League meant by 'Direct 
Action' is unclear, but the call precipitated a chain of communal distur- 
bances in Bengal, Bihar, and the UP between August and November 

1946 in which more than 20,000 people lost their lives.19 It was the un- 

precedented savagery and extent of the communal violence that led 
Wavell to contend on 7 September, and again on 23 and 30 October, 
that on administrative grounds, the British could not govern India for 
more than eighteen months; they should, therefore, resolve to terminate 
the Raj by March 1948.20 

For Wavell, the 'administrative grounds' for a British withdrawal from 
India could be found partly in the uncertain allegiance of Indians in the 
civil service and armed forces to the Raj. The weakening of the imperial 
edifice has been attributed to the progressive Indianization of the Indian 
Civil Service since igig.*1 But it was not before January 1946 that Home 
Establishments records showed Indians holding 50.68 per cent of the 

posts and marginally outnumbering the British in the service; in the 
Indian Police Service, Europeans held 60.41 per cent of the posts.22 The 

impact of Indianization on the imperial destiny presented itself not in 
numbers but in the doubtful commitment of Indians to empire. A totally 
Indianized service, comprised of loyalists, would not have sapped the 
foundations of the Raj. Since the Quit India movement of 1942, the 
British had repeatedly acknowledged that they could not rely on Indian 
officials in the event of large-scale popular unrest.23 

17 T.O.P., VIII. 516-17. 
is ibid., pp. 135-9. 
19 Detailed reports of the communal violence between August and November 1946 

include Burrows to Wavell, 22 Aug. 1946, ibid., pp. 293-304; S.G. Taylor, 'Bengal 
1942 to the takeover in 1947/ [Centre for South Asian Studies, Cambridge] 
S.G. Taylor MSS; F. Tuker, While Memory Serves (London, 1950) ; Dow to 
Colville, io-ii Dec. 1946, I.O. L/P&J/5/181; and R. Lambert, 'Hindu-Muslim 
Riots' (Ph.D., Pennsylvania, 1951). 

20 Note by Wavell, 7 Sept. 1946, in Wavell to Pethick-Lawrence, 8 Sept. 1946; 
Wavell to Pethick-Lawrence, 23 Oct. 1946, and Wavell to Attlee, 30 Oct. 1946, 
T.O.P., VII. 4WQ, 794-Q, 83Q-40. 

2i D. Potter, 'Manpower Shortage and the End of Colonialism,' Modern Asian 
Studies, VII (1973), 47-73- 

22 N[ational] A[rchives of] I[ndia,] Home Establishments file no. 30/11/46. 
23 Some reflections on official propaganda by H.V. Hodson, Reforms Commissioner, 
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During the IN A trials in November 1945, it was clear that the sym- 
pathies of Indian administrators and military men were merged in the 

rising wave of anti-imperialist sentiment. Even the armed forces -that 
ultimate bulwark of empire - were not immune to the nationalist fever. 
Auchinleck, with his knowledge of the men he had commanded in war, 
informed his superiors in New Delhi and Whitehall that 'every Indian 
officer worth his salt is today a "Nationalist."924 With political and eco- 
nomic unrest on the rise, a conciliatory gesture was needed to placate 
Indian opinion, and the result was the Labour government's decision to 
send the cabinet mission to India.25 But even as the cabinet decided to 
send a ministerial team to discuss the transfer of power, it had not, as we 
have seen, ruled out repression as a political alternative if that proved 
necessary to secure British interests. Earlier, they had considered a sug- 
gestion by Auchinleck to increase the size of the British garrison in India. 
Indian opposition to such a move was anticipated, and was sought to be 
countered with the deception tactic that the troops were really in India 
for a short spell of training before they left for Indonesia!26 

But in February 1946, two developments led the Labour government 
to change its mind. First, on 4 February, the chiefs of staff reported that 
British troops could not be moved from the Middle or Far East without 

disrupting seriously the British position in those areas. At home, de- 
mobilization was apace, and the shortage of manpower was 'forcing' the 
Defence Committee to make reductions with the result that 'we are now 
left with an irreducible minimum in all areas where our commitments 
continue.'27 Then there was conclusive evidence of the weakening foun- 
dations of the Raj. The air force and naval mutinies in January and 

February 1946 respectively revealed the split in the military base of the 

empire. The mutinies came without any warning to the British. Though 
both mutinies were eventually put down,28 racial sentiment was now very 
strong, and the loyalty of the armed forces was clearly in doubt. Then, 
with the chiefs of staff reiterating, on 22 February, that additional British 

26 Aug. 1942, N.A.I. Reforms Office file no. 143/42-R. See also note by Conran- 
Smith, 19 Oct. 1942, and Maxwell to Laithwaite, 24 Oct. 1942, T.O.P., III. 
1 60- 1, 156-8. 

24 John Connell, Auchinleck (London, 1961), pp. 945, 949. 
25 IBGM, 19 Nov. 1945, GAB 134/341; Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 21 Nov. 1945, 

and cabinet paper, 22 Nov. 1945, T.O.P., VI. 516-17, 522-3; IBGM, 14 Jan. 
1946, GAB 134/342; cabinet C.M. (46) 7th conclusions, 22 Jan. 1946, 
GAB 128/5. 

26 Auchinleck to chiefs of staff, 22 Dec. 1945 ***& 18 Jan. 1946, cabinet defence 
committee meeting, 11 Jan. 1946, T.O.P., VI. 675-6, 813-14, 763-4. 

27 Alanbrooke to Auchinleck, telegram, 4 Feb. 1946, I.O. L/WS/1/1008, 120. 
28 Statesman, 20 and 22 Feb. 1946. 
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troops could not be dispatched to India,29 the Labour government had to 
think of constitutional expedients to avert violence. Subsequently, when 
the cabinet mission arrived in India on 23 March, they privately con- 
fessed that they could not face the situation 'with the same confidence 
as in the past as the forces of law and order were not behind them. They 
felt this lack of confidence for the first time.'30 The resources available - 
or not available - to the British induced them to rule out repression as a 
political alternative. For them, the only acceptable course was that the 
political parleys must succeed : the negotiations 'must not be allowed to 
break down.'31 

Yet it is doubtful whether loyalist services alone can decisively suppress 
widespread social and political unrest. Indeed, it was in the adminis- 
trative inability to crush such unrest, which was often accompanied by 
violence, that the crux of the 'administrative weakness' of the British lay. 
At this point, it may be worth looking at the nature and extent of 
administrative weakness revealed by the communal riots between August 
and November 1946, for it was these that prompted Wavell to advise 
the Labour government to decide on a British withdrawal from India. 
The unreliability of the services had led him to advise the war cabinet to 
widen political liberalization between 1943-5; but not to wind up the 
Raj.32 It was the deepening political and communal instability which 
added a new dimension to the crumbling administrative and military 
foundations of the Raj after August 1946, especially as it held out the 
spectre of a sweeping anti-British wave. At one level was the fact that 
10,000 people lost their lives in the communal disturbances in Calcutta 
between 16 to 19 August; but only one prosecution was carried out. Then 
there was the explanation given by Sir Frederick Burrows, the governor 
of Bengal, for not dismissing the League ministry and imposing Gover- 
nor's rule under section 93 of the Government of India Act in spite of an 
assurance by Cripps to Nehru that this would be done in such a con- 
tingency.33 Burrows felt that he would not have been able to cope with 
any agitation which the League might organize if section 93 was intro- 
duced.34 Both Wavell and Burrows held that there had been adequate 
29 Cabinet chiefs of staff committee meeting, 22 Feb. 1946, CAB 79/45. 
30 Note of meeting between cabinet delegation and viceroy's executive council, 

26 March 1946, T.O.P., VII. 7. 
si Ibid., p. 7. 
32 Encl. to Wavell to Amery, 20 Sept. 1944; and war cabinet India committee 

meeting, 26 March 104.^, T.O.P., V. 38-Q, 73^-6. 
33 Patel to Cripps, 19 Nov. 1946, Sardar Patel Correspondence, ed. D. Das 

(Ahmedabad, 197 1-4), III. 13 1-2. 
34 Burrows to Wavell, 10 Sept 1946, T.O.P., VIII. 485-7. 
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warning for the authorities to have taken action before the outbreak of 
communal violence in the Noahkhali and Tippera districts of eastern 

Bengal in mid-October, but that they failed to do so.35 When trouble did 
break out, the measures taken were ineffective. Wavell found 'inexplic- 
able' the failure to send information to higher authorities.36 That officials 
could not be relied upon was illustrated again in the UP, where police 
did not check people carrying spears, or mounted horsemen who were 

really destructive gangs, even when Congress workers drew attention to 
them.37 The communal sympathies of some district officials were noticed 
as early as 16 August - Direct Action day in Calcutta.38 

Another aspect of the administrative problems involved in bringing the 
riots under control and in carrying out relief work is illustrated by the bad 
communications and inadequate staff in Bihar, which had a population 
of 40 million but the same budget as Sind, which had a population of 
4.5 million. With a population nearly ten times that of Sind, it had only 
50 per cent more police than in Sind where they were 'admittedly in- 
sufficient.'39 In January 1946, Bihar had a permanent strength of 13,500 
police, 5000 armed police, and 1500 military police; this was then con- 
sidered adequate for the 'normal needs' of the province. At the same 
time, three battalions of internal defence troops were located at Calcutta 
for use in Bengal, Bihar, Assam, and Orissa with a population of over 
100 million. The Bihar government had warned the Home Department 
of the Government of India that these troops were insufficient in a coun- 
try 'which, even assuming there is a peaceful political settlement seems 
likely to be torn by communal strife, agrarian uprisings and labour trou- 
ble ...54° The inadequacy of administrative resources can be imagined 
when one remembers that these three battalions of British troops were, 
to quote Burrows, 'the only thing' which prevented 'a complete collapse 
of the administration' in Calcutta between 17 to 19 August.41 

Administrative inadequacy was further illustrated when Sir Hugh 
Dow, the governor of Bihar, visited the Mishouri district where 60 deaths 
had occurred. He found no practicable road to it and the only way to get 
35 Burrows to secretary of state, 18 Nov. 1946, I.O. L/P&J/5/153. 
36 Wavell to Pethick-Lawrence, 5 Nov. 1946, T.O.P., IX. 17-18. 
37 Statements by M. Sarabhai and Shah Nawaz Khan, 13 Nov. 1946, N.A.I. All 

India Congress Committee file no. 20, pp. 1-6, 9-1 1. 
38 J.M.G. Bell, 'Note on recent experiences in Bengal,' [Centre for South Asian 

Studies, Cambridge,] J.M.G. Bell MSS. 
3« Dow to Colville, 10- n Dec. 1946, T.O.P., IX. 328-9. 
40 Secret letter from J. Bowstead, chief secretary, Bihar political department to 

secretary, government of India, 22 Jan. 1946, N.A.I. Home police file no. 174/32/ 
45. Emphasis in original. 

41 Burrow to Wavell, 22 Aug. 1946, T.O.P., VIII. 203. 
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there was by train and then walk. The road to another village was barely 
jeepable, and it took an hour to get there. The village itself was off the 
road and had to be reached by walking through paddy fields. From 
i November, when 200 Muslims were massacred there, until the 27th, 
when Dow visited it himself, nobody had visited it on behalf of the gov- 
ernment. 'There was simply no staff, high or low, who could be expected 
to do it except by neglecting some other duty equally or more important.' 
Dow did not specify what that might have been. It would be weeks 
before any police investigation could begin. If the police concentrated on 
prosecution, they would be diverted from ordinary administration of law 
and order.42 

Thus the constitutional progress signified by the League's entry into 
the interim government on 15 October 1946 was diminished by the 
intensification of communal violence and the inability of the administra- 
tion to suppress it decisively. While Wavell worried about the British 

holding responsibility without power, Whitehall pinned its hopes to suc- 
cessful negotiations. Its reasons for doing so were apparent in the manner 
in which it discussed the withdrawal proposals: in each case officials and 
ministers pointed to their probable consequences before considering the 

accuracy of Wavell's estimate of the situation. There is no evidence in 
cabinet minutes to suggest a willing and long-thought-out British depar- 
ture from India. The effect of withdrawal on Britain's international pres- 
tige weighed most with the Labour government in rejecting Wavell's 

suggestion to fix a terminal date for the Raj. The British, said A.V. 
Alexander, then at the admiralty, should remain in India until the 
Indians had agreed on a constitution. To leave India before that would 
be regarded as an act of weakness and would seriously undermine Brit- 
ain's international position. British problems in Palestine and Egypt made 
it important to avoid any policy which could be represented as scuttle.48 
The chiefs of staff had advised the essentiality of keeping India in the 
Commonwealth defence system; and Indian co-operation was 'especially 
necessary' for the maintenance of Britain's strategic position in the Mid- 
dle and Far East; only an amicable transfer of power would make this 

possible.44 Above all, the British must avoid a situation in which they had 
to withdraw 'under circumstances of ignominy after there had been wide- 

spread riots and attacks on Europeans. It must be clear that we were 

going freely and not under compulsion.'45 
42 Dow to Colville, 10-11 Dec. 1946, T.O.P., IX. 329-30. 
43 Record of meeting held at 10 Downing Street, 23 Sept. 1946, T.O.P., VIII. 570. 

See also cabinet meeting, 5 June 1946, T.O.P., VII. 819. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Cabinet meeting, 5 June 1946, T.O.P., VII. 819. 
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Labour ministers alleged that WavelPs proposals disregarded the posi- 
tion of parliament. The British government, said Attlee, could not relieve 
themselves of responsibility for India without legislation. But why couldn't 
the government table legislation on Indian independence - if it wanted 
to? And why should this not receive parliamentary sanction? With a 
majority of more than ioo in the House of Commons, the Labour min- 
istry would have been able to defeat any conservative opposition to a 
transfer of power. If the cabinet thought that 'parliament' included size- 
able sections of the Labour party, then the party was split on the Indian 
issue, and 'Labour's commitment to Indian freedom,' almost a cliche with 
British officials and a variety of historians,46 must be questioned. The 
real reason for the cabinet's reluctance - indeed refusal - to draw up the 
legislation suggested by Wavell can be found in Pethick-Lawrence's letter 
to the viceroy on 28 September 1946. There would, he wrote, cbe great 
difficulty in securing such authority without a constitutional settlement 
unless a situation existed which justified such a step on the grounds of 
undeniable necessity.'47 Withdrawal 'as an act of cold blood and not 
under irresistible pressure'48 would be construed as defeat, the 'most com- 
plete condemnation of our policy and an admission of our futility,'49 for 
which the blame would descend on the Labour government. 

Evidently parliament would not want to know - assuming it was told - 
that the British hold over India was precarious, and that this was the 
main reason for winding up the Raj. Concern for British prestige would 
then be paramount in parliament's - and public? - judgement of La- 
bour's India policy. On the other hand, if WavelPs prophecy proved cor- 
rect, it would then be 'practicable' to announce a date to make a general 
withdrawal and to seek parliamentary authority. If withdrawal became 
unavoidable, 'the governing consideration would be the safety of Euro- 
pean personnel.'50 The influence is that dire necessity alone would justify 
the relinquishment of all British responsibility for India ! In the cabinet's 
attitude were interwoven a reluctance to end empire, self-interest, and 
opportunism. 
46 See, for example, V. Brittain, Pe thick-Lawrence (London, 1963), p. 134; and 

H. Tinker, Experiment With Freedom (Oxford, 1967), pp. 33-4. 
47 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 28 Sept. 1946, T.O.P., VIII. 622-3; and Pethick- 

Lawrence to Wavell, 25 Nov. 1946, T.O.P., IX, 170-4. 
48 Pethick-Lawrence to Attlee, 20 Sept. 1946, T.O.P., VIII. 550. 
49 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 28 Sept. 1946, ibid., p. 623. 
50 For example, see meeting of cabinet delegation and Wavell, 25 April 1946, 

T.O.P., VII. 332; also minutes by Croft, Turnbull, and Pethick-Lawrence, 25 
April 1946; ibid., pp. 336-7. The same can be said of many of the cabinet meetings 
and discussions between the cabinet delegation and Wavell to which I have 
referred earlier. 
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The other major argument by the cabinet against fixing a terminal 
date was that the British could not quit India without guaranteeing the 

rights of minorities. Few things illustrate better the muddle in British 

thinking. First, it is clear that by 'minorities' they meant only Muslims. 
The mission plan stated that while no constitution could be forced on 
Muslims, non-Muslims could not be coerced into Pakistan. So partition 
would mean the splitting up of the Muslim majority provinces with dis- 
tricts being demarcated on the basis of the religion of the majority of 
their inhabitants. But this rationale was aimed at showing up the imprac- 
tibility of Pakistan to Jinnah and at dissuading him from pressing his 
demand for a sovereign Muslim state, rather than an indication that the 
British considered themselves responsible for the non-Muslim minorities 
in Pakistan. British dispatches invariably concentrate on guarantees for 
Muslim minorities in Hindustan : there is no mention of similar guaran- 
tees for non-Muslim minorities in Pakistan. Already in March 1942, 
Cripps had told Sikh leaders that the position of the Sikhs would be 
decided by agreement between the Congress and League, and that Sikh 
fears about their position would not stop the British from agreeing to a 
constitution accepted by those two parties.51 

At another level, the mission plan considered it 'sufficient,' for the 

purpose of electing the constituent assembly, to recognize three main 
communities in India - General, Muslim, and Sikh. 'General' would in- 
clude all minorities who were not Hindu or Sikh52 -so they would be 

submerged by Hindus in this category! The 'smaller minorities' would, 
upon the population basis, have little or no representation in the pro- 
vincial legislatures, but they would have weightage which could assure 
them seats.53 Sikhs were recognized as one of the main communities in 
the mission plan, but Sikh representatives in the constituent assembly 
would not have the right of their Hindu and Muslim counterparts to 
veto decisions on communal matters which they disapproved of. This 
was justified on the ground that Sikhs comprised only six million out of 
a population of 400 million, and that four Sikh voters in the assembly 
could not be given a communal veto.54 Apparently the political impor- 
tance of a minority was determined, apart from other things, by its size, 
rather than the mere fact of its being a minority. 

The next question is what 'protection 'implied. The British had given 
undertakings to safeguard the position of minorities in state documents 
51 Note by Cripps on meeting with Sikh leaders, 27 March 1942, and with Sikh 

delegation, 31 March 1942, T.O.P., I. 496-7, 581. 
52 T.O.P., VII. 558. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Listowel to Mountbatten, 9 May 1947, I.O. L/P&J/10/79. 
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such as the report of the Indian Statutory Commission in 1929 and the 

report of the Joint Select Committee on the Government of India bill 

1934.55 These had been implemented in the Communal Award of 1932 
and the Government of India Act 1935,*6 which were accepted by most 
Muslim parties.57 But in the provincial elections of 1937, the Muslim 

League won only 4.8 per cent of the total Muslim vote in India. The 
dismal lesson it learnt was that the Government of India Act did not 
assure it political power in the Muslim majority provinces, and this rude 

knowledge contributed to the formulation of its demand for a sovereign 
Muslim state in March 1940.58 Privately British officials ridiculed the 
demand,59 but political expediency led them, in August 1940, to promise 
that they 'could not contemplate the transfer of their present responsibili- 
ties ... to any system of government whose authority is directly denied by 
large and powerful elements in India's national life; nor could they be 

parties to the coercion of such elements into submission to such a govern- 
ment.'*0 

Then in March 1942, the Cripps offer opened the door to Pakistan 
before the transfer of power to Indians. By March 1946, when the cabinet 
mission arrived in India, the British had decided to concede to Jinnah 
the possibility of a sovereign Pakistan if negotiations with the Congress 
on the basis of a united India failed. But, as is well known, the British 
did not favour Pakistan themselves, and their offer to the League in 

1946 was aimed at bringing it into the constituent assembly for a united 
India. The logical conclusion of this policy would be that the League 
would reject the prospect of achieving its own political aspirations! 
The political advantage of the Pakistan resolution as a counterpoise 
against the Congress demand for independence had made the British 

publicly concede the principle of partition;61 in negotiations they tried 
to work against it. But assuming that Pakistan could be averted, what 
kind of 'protection' for 'minorities' did the British envisage? They visual- 
ized that the constituent assembly would frame a constitution incorporat- 
ing a declaration of rights or 'other appropriate provision for defining 
and protecting minority rights.' Such a provision would be reproduced in 
the treaty arising out of the transfer of power. The Labour government 
55 Note by Pethick-Lawrence, 11 March 1946, T.O.P., VI. 1153. 
&6 Communal Decision 1931-2 and Government of India Act 1935. 
57 Indian Annual Register: 1933, II. 216; 1934, I. 319. 
M A. Inder Singh, 'The Origins of the Partition of India 1936-47/ (D.Phil., 

Oxford), chs. 1 and 2. 
5« Ibid., ch. 2. 
60 Times of India. 9 Aug. 1940. 
61 Singh, 'Origins of Partition,' pp. 82-101. 
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remained vague about the content of the provision. The India Office felt 
that future governments should not be placed 'under any liability to inter- 
vention on behalf of minorities except to the extent of diplomatic inter- 
vention,' but aggrieved parties might have recourse to the Hague.62 How- 
ever, as a legal adviser from the foreign office informed Pethick- 
Lawrence, only a government could bring a case before the Hague.63 

I have not come across any answer by the India Office to this advice, 
or any further definition of 'protection of minorities' - most probably it 
was never made. This lends interest to British tactics on 'minority protec- 
tion.' Assuming that some guarantee might have persuaded the League 
to accept a united India, it would not be unreasonable to suppose that 
the British would devote some attention to formulating one, especially 
as they were against the creation of a sovereign Pakistan. Instead, they 
acted as though the Muslims could never hope for justice in an undivided 
India - presumably it would be dominated by their archenemy the Con- 
gress - and offered the League Pakistan as the ultimate haven to its search 
for 'protection.' Why should the League have accepted anything less? As 
Jinnah said, the British held power; they would transfer or confer it: so 
why should he go out of his way to reach a settlement with the Con- 
gress?64 The discrepancy between their professed intentions and their own 
interests, especially their military interests, led to inconsistencies in their 
tactics during the cabinet mission negotiations, which partly contributed 
to partition.65 

To this must be added the Labour government's argument that, if the 
British departed before a settlement was achieved, there would be no 
government to whom to transfer power.66 On the face of it, this made 
sense. When the cabinet delegation suggested a withdrawal announce- 
ment on 3 June, neither the Congress nor League had accepted the mis- 
sion plan. Only the Congress entered the interim government on 2 Sep- 
tember, so handing over power meant transferring it to the Congress. 
This Whitehall did not wish to do because it assumed that the Congress 
would suppress 'minorities.' Then, the League could not be forced to 
enter the interim government or the constituent assembly; but the British 
could not proceed without it as this would mean supporting the Congress 
against 'Muslims.' If a breakdown occurred, the British could withdraw 
62 Note by Pethick-Lawrence, 11 March 1946, T.O.P., VI. 1 153-4. 
63 Ibid., p. 1 156. 
64 K.B. Sayeed, Pakistan The Formative Phase: 1837-1948 (2nd edition, London, 

1968), 187. 
65 Singh, 'Origins of Partition,' pp. 291 ff. 
«6 For example, Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 28 Sept. 1946, T.O.P., VIII. 620-1; 

and Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 25 Nov. 1946, T.O.P., IX. 171-2. 
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from the Hindu majority provinces into the Pakistan provinces. This, 
however, would directly involve them in the creation of Pakistan, to 
which they were opposed. It would also be an unacceptable proposition, 
as the British would then be going against the Congress which was work- 
ing the mission plan in support of the League which was not.67 Of the 
tangled web the British had managed to weave for themselves, a political 
agreement offered the only way out. 

To what extent did the Labour government agree with Wavell's ap- 
praisal of the administrative machine? On 5 June, they admitted that 
it was 'extremely weak.'68 On 23 September, Pethick-Lawrence agreed 
that it was deteriorating, but that there was no danger of a breakdown; 
the viceroy's proposals, if carried out, would lead to a breakdown. At 
the same time, ministers endorsed a suggestion by A.V. Alexander to 
strengthen the administration by recruiting additional Europeans on the 
basis that they would be guaranteed at least fifteen years service in India 
or in the colonial or foreign services if they were not required in India 
for the whole of that period.69 The proposal was eventually shelved be- 
cause Wavell warned that it would intensify Indian suspicions of British 
intentions. It would also have little practical value as the British would 
face a crisis in India in 1947 or 1948, while the recruits would not have 
completed training before 1950.70 In November, Attlee ruled out the 
re-establishment of British rule for another fifteen years as neither the 
administrative nor military machine was capable of sustaining it.71 So 
Whitehall concurred with Wavell that the administration was shaky, and 
that the British would not be able to crush a mass revolt. But because 
they wished to avoid scuttle, ministers did not share his pessimism that 
it was inevitable. At any rate, the cabinet wanted to pursue negotiations 
until failure became a certainty : there was no need to make a withdrawal 
announcement at that moment.72 In other words, they were reluctant to 
tell parliament that the British would transfer power in the near future : 
that they expected a breakdown and could do nothing about it. 

This political exigency sustained the cabinet's hopes that a negotiated 
settlement would emerge. On 5 June, they expressed confidence that both 
Indian parties would accept the mission plan; by 23 September, the 
67 Ibid., and updated note by Attlee, T.O.P., IX. 69. 
68 Cabinet meeting, 5 June 1946, T.O.P., VII. 818. 
69 Downing Street meeting, 23 Sept. 1946, T.O.P., VIII. 570, 572. 
70 Wavell to Pethick-Lawrence, 23 Oct. 1946, ibid., p. 794. 
71 Undated note by Attlee, T.O.P., IX. 68. Also Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 25 

Nov. 1946, ibid., pp. 170-1. 
72 Cabinet meeting, 5 June 1946, T.O.P., VII. 818-19; Downing Street meeting, 

23 Sept. 1946, T.O.P., VIII. 570-1; undated note by Attlee, T.O.P., IX. 68-9. 
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Congress decision to participate in the interim government and constit- 
uent assembly made them optimistic that the League would follow suit. 
By mid-October, the League's entry into the interim government in- 
creased expectations that it would also co-operate in the assembly. But 
as the League belied this hope, the stalemate persisted, bringing in its 
wake the bloody realities of Saran and Garmukhteswar;73 and the Labour 
government finally invited Indian leaders to visit London for further 
talks.74 

At the Indian Conference which was held in London from 2 to 6 
December 1946, the British did their best to persuade the League to 
enter the constituent assembly. Having accepted contradictory resolutions 
of the League and Congress in June 1946, the Labour government had 
balked at the prospect of clarifying that its own interpretation of the 
grouping clause was akin to the League's.75 The worsening communal sit- 
uation in India impelled them to do so at London. But as Jinnah made 
plain, the League was not going to be satisfied with an announcement of 
British intentions, but a guarantee that those intentions were going to be 
enforced, and that the British would accept responsibility for the pro- 
cedure of the constituent assembly.76 This the British were not prepared 
to do. The Labour government was now confronted with the real reason 
for the League's refusal to enter the assembly - its own refusal to give the 
League the assurances that party wanted. 

This altered the complexion of Indian politics for the British, and led 
to a shift in their strategy. Until now, the Labour government had 
argued against a withdrawal statement in spite of grave communal dis- 
turbances because both parties were in office at the centre and in the 
provinces. So there had been no political breakdown in the sense that 
one or both parties had not only refused to co-operate in the interim 
government but were hostile to the British and the interim arrangement.77 
But with the League's persistent refusal to enter the constituent assembly, 
the situation had changed - a political breakdown appeared imminent, 
and the 'pressure of events' seemed to be leading to Pakistan.78 For the 
first time since the beginning of the negotiations in March 1946, the 

73 Places in Bihar and UP respectively in which some of the worst communal riots 
occurred in Oct. -Nov. 1946. 

74 IBGM, 25 Nov. 1946, I.O. L/P&J/10/76, 252. 
75 Secretary of state to viceroy, telegram, 25 Sept. 1946, I.O. L/P&J/10/75, P- !97» 
76 Indian Conference in London, 4 Dec. 1946, I.O. L/P&J/10/1 11. For the 6 

Dec. statement see T.O.P., IX. 295-6. 
77 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 28 Sept. 1946, I.O. L/P&J/10/45. 
78 IBCM, 17 Dec. 1946, GAB 134/342. 
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Labour government considered treading the path of no return - of de- 

claring the British intention to depart from India. An announcement still 
savoured of scuttle, but its advantages to the British were now perceived : 

As against all these weighty considerations, it was argued that the announce- 
ment would be a powerful weapon to secure that we did in fact depart from 
India with dignity, and would give the best chance of leaving behind us an 
ordered and responsible Government. In our present weak position, could 
we afford to discard such a weapon? The consequences of our being driven 
to leave India through weakness would be far worse. And was it certain 
that the repercussions in the Commonwealth and international spheres and 
the difficulties in Parliament must be so serious as had been suggested?79 

The cabinet authorized Pethick-Lawrence and Wavell to prepare draft 

statements, which were ready by mid-December.80 But even as they dis- 
cussed the drafts a fortnight later, the cabinet still shrank from a public 
profession of withdrawal which carried the taste of defeat; they wanted 
to soothe the palate of political perception. The minutes of the India and 
Burma committee meeting on 31 December are worth quoting, for they 
reveal how Labour ministers transformed the political alternative they 
had hitherto construed as defeat into a moral and political triumph : 

The general feeling of the Cabinet was that withdrawal from India need 
not appear to be forced upon us by our weakness nor to be the first step in 
the dissolution of the Empire. On the contrary this action must be shown 
to be the logical conclusion, which we welcomed, of a policy followed by 
successive Governments for many years ... There was, therefore, no occasion 
to excuse our withdrawal: we should rather claim credit for taking this 
initiative in terminating British rule in India and transferring our respon- 
sibilities to the representatives of the Indian people.81 

In Attlee's letter to Bevin on 2 January 1947 are interwoven the same 
avowal of brinksmanship and sense of gratification in the honourable and 
statesmanlike performance of a duty : cIt would be quite impossible even 
if you could find the men for a few hundred British to administer against 
the active opposition of the whole of the politically minded of the popu- 
lation ... We are seeking to fulfil the pledges of this country with dignity 
79 IBGM, 11 Dec. 1946, ibid. 
80 India Office draft statement, in Pethick-Lawrence's note on India policy, 15 

Dec. 1946, and WavelFs alternative draft, 16 Dec. 1946, T.O.P., IX. 351-3, 

81 Confidential annex to cabinet CM. (46) 108th conclusions, 31 Dec. 1946, 
GAB 128/8. 
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and to avoid an ignominous scuttle. But a scuttle it will be if things are 
allowed to drift.'82 

As for justifying a British withdrawal to the public, much would de- 

pend on the wording of the statement.83 The first draft statement, which 

gave the impression of scuttle, would be recast in accordance with the 
new emphasis in the government's policy.84 

But Attlee's heart was not in the announcement, and even as the cabi- 
net decided that the statement would be issued soon after parliament met 
on 21 January 1947,85 he was looking for a way out of it. Wavell's letter 
of 20 December makes clear that the prime minister had not accepted 
the viceroy's advice to fix a terminal date.86 He had also concluded that 
Wavell was defeatist, and on 18 December had asked Viscount Mount- 
batten to replace him in India.87 He appears to have told Mountbatten 
on 1 January 1947 that the Labour government would fix a terminal 
date for the Raj. This pleased Mountbatten, who did not wish his vice- 
royalty to be construed as a perpetuation of empire.88 But the Labour 
cabinet soon found an opportunity to shift its stand. On 6 January 1947, 
the Congress working committee accepted the British statement of 6 
December 1946.89 The League's attitude was then unknown, but on 8 
January 1947, the cabinet saw no need to make an announcement 'with 
a view to overcoming the refusal of the League to co-operate in the con- 
stitution making body.'90 This is significant, as Jinnah's stance in Lon- 
don had induced the cabinet decision to issue a withdrawal statement. 
The Congress resolution of 6 January obviously renewed the cabinet's 
optimism that the League might enter the constituent assembly and 
avoid a political breakdown. In view of the political postures of the 
League since the start of the negotiations with the cabinet mission, this 
could only have been the optimism of desperate expediency. On 8 Jan- 
uary, Attlee informed Mountbatten of the cabinet's tergiversation.91 
Mountbatten protested that he could not take up his appointment if a 

82 Attlee to Bevin, 2 Jan. 1947, [Public Record Office,] PR[im]E Minister's 
Office Records,] 4/47. 

83 IBGM, 11 Dec. 1946, GAB 134/342. 
«4 Annex to IBGM, 20 Dec. 1946 and IBGM, 31 Dec. 1946, T.O.P., IX. 393-4, 430. 
85 IBGM, 20 Dec. 1946, GAB 134/342. 
86 Wavell to Attlee, 20 Dec. 1946, I.O. L/P&J/ 10/46, p. 47. 
87 Mountbatten to Attlee, 20 Dec. 1946, T.O.P., IX. 396. 
** Mountbatten to Attlee, 3 Jan. 1947, ibid., p. 451. 
w Congress resolution, b Jan. 1947, ibid., pp. 462-3. 
*> IBGM, 8 Jan. 1947, GAB 134/343- 
91 Attlee to Mountbatten, 9 Jan. 1947, T.O.P., IX. 491. 
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terminal date was not named.92 Attlee evaded the point until 31 Jan- 
uary, when the League rejected the 6 December statement, confirming 
its decision to stay out of the constituent assembly.93 

What should the British do now? Complying with the mission plan 
would mean acquiescing to the Congress demand to remove the League 
from the interim government. But they would then be placed in the 
uncomfortable position of lining up with the Congress against the League. 
Having earlier acknowledged the validity of a constituent assembly 
which included only the Congress,94 the cabinet now contended that an 
assembly without the League could not be regarded as comforting to the 
mission plan. But it would not be 'practical politics' to disregard it alto- 
gether as the Congress might then start civil disobedience,95 which would 
plunge the British into the confrontation they had tried to avoid for a 
year. With one party refusing to fulfil the mission plan, political break- 
down loomed large. There was only one card to be played, and on 5 
February the cabinet decided to issue a withdrawal statement as a last 
attempt to bring the Indian parties against the 'realities' of the situation. 
Overturning its earlier objections to Wavell's proposals, the cabinet now 
justified an announcement on the very grounds for which Wavell had 
been dismissed.96 On 1 1 February, Mountbatten obliged Attlee to accept 
his condition of fixing a terminal date, and two days later, Attlee in- 
formed the cabinet that he was 'satisfied' that no announcement would 
be effective unless the British specified a time limit.97 

There remained only the need to formulate a strategy to justify the 
statement in parliament. Mountbatten's insistence may have been the 
immediate occasion for fixing a terminal date for the Raj, but there was 
no doubt about the underlying reasons for doing so. The historical and 
rhetorical part of the statement, confided Attlee to Mountbatten, was 
needed to keep the opposition quiet. Accordingly, 
While nothing should be said which would suggest that we are not in a 
position to prevent Indian parties from seizing power themselves, it should 
be pointed out that the problem of transferring power into Indian hands 
has been exhaustively discussed and progressively effected ... there must be 
some date beyond which British administration cannot be continued: and 
that the advice from responsible authorities in India is that British rule could 
92 Mountbatten to Attlee, 12 Jan. 1947, ibid., pp. 497-8. 
93 Ibid., pp. 586-93. 
94 Downing Street meeting, 23 Sept. 1946, I.O. L/P&J/10/45. 
&s IBGM, 5 Feb. 1947, GAB 134/343- 
96 Confidential annex to cabinet CM. (47) 21st conclusions, 13 Feb. 1947, GAB 

128/11. 
97 Ibid.; and undated note by Mountbatten (around 11 Feb. 1947), T.O.P., IX. 674. 
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not be maintained on its existing basis with adequate efficiency after 1948. 
The policy pursued in recent years by successive British Governments has 
assumed that full power must be handed over sooner or later; and that, 
when the time came, Indians would be found capable of assuming authority. 
We cannot now import the conception that Indian leaders are incapable of 
bearing that responsibility.98 
But the very next sentence showed that the Labour government could 
only hope that the time would come. 'The fixing of an early date is 
calculated to impress on the Indian parties a sense of the urgency of find- 
ing solutions to their outstanding difficulties.'99 

So parliament was never told that political developments in India, in 
February 1947, were already beyond British control: that the British 
could not enforce their own policies because they did not have the means 
to do so. Wavell summed up the advantages to the British of an early 
withdrawal : 'We should ... thus avoid being responsible for, and prob- 
ably involved in, any widespread breakdown of law and order which 
may result from the communal situation or from labour troubles induced 
by revolutionary teaching or economic conditions. The worst danger for 
us is an anti-European movement which might result in the killing of 
some of our nationals, and of our having to carry out an ignominous 
forced withdrawal; instead of leaving in our own time and voluntarily.'100 
The statement of 20 February 1947 proved the spark which lit the fires 
of civil war : it disguised British inability to suppress the conflict in the 
form of their professed desire to wind up their empire. 

Graduate Institute of International Studies, Geneva 
98 Annex to IBGM, 24 Feb. 1947, I.O. L/P&J/10/77. Emphasis mine. 
w Ibid. 
100 Wavell to George VI, 24 Feb. 1947, T.O.P., IX. 809. 

209 


	Article Contents
	p. [191]
	p. 192
	p. 193
	p. 194
	p. 195
	p. 196
	p. 197
	p. 198
	p. 199
	p. 200
	p. 201
	p. 202
	p. 203
	p. 204
	p. 205
	p. 206
	p. 207
	p. 208
	p. 209

	Issue Table of Contents
	The International History Review, Vol. 6, No. 2 (May, 1984), pp. 159-332
	Front Matter
	Frontiers in Medieval French History [pp. 159-173]
	Tirpitz, Technology, and Building U-boats, 1897-1916 [pp. 174-190]
	Decolonization in India: The Statement of 20 February 1947 [pp. 191-209]
	Frank Aiken and Irish Activism at the United Nations, 1957-61 [pp. 210-231]
	Notes, Bibliographies, and Documents
	John Cudahy, Eamon de Valera, and the Anglo-Irish Negotiations in 1938: The Secret Dispatches to Washington [pp. 232-264]

	Review Articles
	Review: Fascism, Nazism, and Japanism [pp. 265-276]
	Review: Great Britain and the International Economy: Changing Historical Perspectives [pp. 277-292]

	Reviews
	Review: untitled [pp. 293-298]
	Review: untitled [pp. 298-301]
	Review: untitled [pp. 301-303]
	Review: untitled [pp. 303-305]
	Review: untitled [pp. 305-307]
	Review: untitled [pp. 307-308]
	Review: untitled [pp. 309-311]
	Review: untitled [pp. 311-315]
	Review: untitled [pp. 315-316]
	Review: untitled [pp. 316-319]
	Review: untitled [pp. 319-322]
	Review: untitled [pp. 322-325]
	Review: untitled [pp. 326-327]
	Review: untitled [pp. 328-330]
	Review: untitled [pp. 330-332]




