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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores some of the administrative failings of the British Raj at the 

twilight of its reign, beginning at the close of World War II with the rising tide of Indian 

nationalism. After a century of British rule, the call for Indian independence was growing 

deafening. A discourse had began in India: What defined India, as a people and as a 

nation? In the struggle for independence from the British the question of national identity 

became intertwined with religious identity, causing a deep divide between the Indian 

National Congress and the Muslim League. The road towards independence became a 

road towards partition, and two nations were birthed in 1947: India and Pakistan. 

Partition was a the end result of decades of frustration with the British, and the transfer of 

power was marked with bloodshed. Beyond these political and religious divides was the 

very real problem of famine and food insecurity, which affected all rural populations 

regardless of religious divisions. Under the British India's agricultural development had 



remained stagnant, and 30 million died of starvation under the Raj. With the development 

of a working democracy, Indians were able to undertake massive technological reforms 

that quadruple their grain output in what is called the Green Revolution. Self-governance 

has brought India to the forefront of economic development in the 21st century.

Prof. David Harvey
Division of History
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Introduction

At the cusp of the 21st century, India has become the world's tenth largest 

economy, the second most populous country, and has the third largest standing military, 

making it one of the most notable successes in the post-colonial world. While other 

formally colonized nations in South Asia continue to struggle with modernization, India 

is projected to overtake the United States in terms of economic output in the next two 

decades. India's political conflicts with Pakistan are often portrayed through American 

media as another facet of Muslim extremism. Current media forgets that India and 

Pakistan were a single nation just over sixty years ago. Community leaders in both 

nations still remember when the Indian subcontinent was a unified land, and they 

remember the violence and trauma that came with partition. India's rising international 

prominence, and its conflicts with neighboring Pakistan, can be better understood within 

a larger historical context. The colonial experience greatly changed the Hindu-Muslim 

relationship, unevenly industrialized the subcontinent, and removed much of the surplus 

wealth of India. India's current achievements are the result of the strong central state 

implemented after independence, and the leadership that led to the formation of the 

world's largest democracy.

This paper will explore some of the administrative failings of the British Raj at 

the twilight of its reign, beginning at the close of World War II with the rising tide of 

Indian nationalism.  The British failure to grant Indian independence at the end of World 

War I was a troubling sign to Indian leaders, who recognized the exploitative nature of 

the British Raj. After a century of British rule, the call for Indian independence was 

growing deafening. A discourse had began in India: What was the Indian national 

identity? What defined India, as a people and as a nation? The British presence in India 



had entirely disrupted traditional Indian life; the continent had been rapidly 

industrialized, which negatively affected much of India's peasantry with skewed markets 

and high taxes, and changed both social and environmental landscapes. Additionally, the 

presence of the British exacerbated tensions between India's religious groups. As the 

Indian nationalist movement grew, these questions of national identity led to the 

formation of Hindu nationalist groups who, as the majority of the population, felt they 

represented the true Indian national identity. Political parties representing Muslims and 

Sikhs also developed, to protect their interests against the Hindu majority and gain British 

support to gain greater minority rights. This religious opposition in the political sphere 

grew into radicalism and violence in the years surrounding Indian independence. The 

transfer of power following independence forms one of the central themes of this thesis, 

focusing on the nature of the imperial relationship between Britain and India, and its 

disruption of traditional Indian life. Since Britain was defining the power structure of 

independent India before they left, these political groups were forced into opposition in 

order to gain the favor of the British in efforts to secure power in the post-independence 

world. 

Chapter One will discuss India at the dawn of World War II, and provide a context 

to understand the religious conflict that would ultimately define the Great Partition of 

India and Pakistan. There are a great number of factors that contributed to the advent of 

Indian independence. The World Wars restructured the global world order, and forever 

changed the relationship between Britain and India. Before the close of WWI, 

negotiations between Britain and India had failed. British leaders were unwilling to grant 

Indians greater administrative powers, believing them incapable of governing themselves. 

Indian leaders demanded independence to no avail.  It was the outbreak of the Second 



World War—a second conflict that took sons from Indian mothers and millions from 

Indian banks in a war that did not involve Indian interests—that would give India their 

claim to independence. Following the end of WWII, Britain could no longer deny India 

full independence and difficult negotiations between political leaders finally began.

Beginning with the opening of negotiations, Chapter Two will discuss the various 

visions of a free India held by British, Muslim, and Hindu leaders alike, as well as the 

men who guided the course of history as Indian independence came to fruition. With 

independence now inevitable, it came time to decide the details of the transfer of power. 

India's struggle for independence was sustained by the activism of her political leaders, 

and their constant struggle for greater rights and prosperity for their people. Although the 

leaders of India's largest political groups—the Indian National Congress and the Muslim 

League—were in constant opposition to one another, these great leaders were ultimately 

fighting for the same cause: Freedom from the British and democratic self-governance. 

Yet India's leaders had differing visions of how a free India should be established and 

governed. It was Nehru's vision of a modernized India, and Jinnah's vision of a Muslim 

homeland, that would give birth to two new nations.

Chapter Three will discuss post-independence India, and the Green Revolution 

that brought health to India's people after generations of subjugation. The recurrence of 

famine throughout India's colonial and post-colonial experiences will act as lens for 

determining the effectiveness of the ruling administration. As part of Britain's exploitative 

rule of India, starvation in India's rural populations was left untreated for over a century, 

and Britain failed to modernize India's agricultural technologies. After decolonization, 

India successfully implemented the adoption of mechanized farming techniques, 

increased irrigation across non-rainfed regions, and provided capital to thousands of 



small farmers to modernize their operations. Where Britain failed to support growth and 

innovation in India's agricultural sector, the republic of India succeeded. The starvation of 

millions of Indians is a powerful symbol of Britain's oppressive mishandling of its colony 

in the name of capital gains. The free republic of India was able to address the problems 

of starvation in its peoples, and significantly raised the health and nutrition of its 

citizenry. This increase in health is a symbol of the strength and vigor of an independent 

India.  The utilization of Green Revolution technologies is a single example of the 

modernizing goals of the republic of India.

Self-governance radically changed India for the better. Following decolonization, 

many developing countries fell into dictatorships in the power vacuum left by Europeans. 

Pakistan was one of these nations, following the death of its most visionary political 

leader. India was able to establish a working democracy and a stable government capable 

of instigating huge technological advancements, such as the Green Revolution. By 

looking at facets of Britain's administrative failures in India, India's post-colonial success 

can be taken in full measure. Where the average peasant starved under the Britain reign, 

burdened by high taxes and little room for development or innovation, the rural peasant 

of the Indian republic has seen national grain output quadruple from the early 1980s to 

the early 2000s. This massive increase in agricultural production is symptomatic of 

India's overall increased economic output, and acts as a powerful symbol of legitimacy to 

India's citizenry. Self-governance has fed the nation.



Prologue:
India at the advent of the British

The Indian subcontinent has a history of foreign rule that long pre-dates the 

British Raj established in 1858. At the advent of European expansion in the early 1600s, 

India was already under the rule of the Mughal Empire. The Mughals were Muslim 

Persians from the north who invaded in 1526 and successfully united the Indian 

subcontinent under a strong central ruler. The Mughal empire reached its height under 

Abkar the Great, who ruled from 1556-1605. He was a visionary ruler who promoted 

science and the arts, which contributed to the Mughal Renaissance. Under Akbar, India's 

trade flourished with the introduction of a unified currency and the development of an 

improved road system. Much like the Sun King of France, Akbar the Great was a 

powerful figurehead who shaped the administrative structure of his land. He instated 

policies of religious tolerance to keep peace between India's diverse cultures, native and 

foreign alike. He built a strong central state, and divided the subcontinent into provinces 

for effective administration. He greatly expanded the territory of the empire with a 

number of successful campaigns. When Europeans began to arrive at Indian shores, they 

found a flourishing dynasty, inspiring an international race to establish trading outposts in 

India.  

At the height of Mughal power, they had little interest in European traders. While 

willing to trade with Europeans for luxuries, India was a subcontinent rich in natural 

resources, and the Mughal empire already enjoyed a wealth of trade with empires 

throughout Asia and the Middle East. Trade agreements were drawn up with Dutch, 

Portuguese, and English trade companies, but trade with Europeans represented only a 

small subset of the economy of the subcontinent. The English East India Trade Company 



initially struggled to find a foothold in India, because they were competing with the 

already established Dutch East India Trade Company. When the Mughal emperor 

Aurangzeb—the grandson of Akbar the Great—refused to give England trading 

privileges in the empire, the Company governor Sir Josiah Child launched the 

unsuccessful “Child's War” with the Mughals in 1686. The English were forced to 

concede peace with the Mughal emperor in 1689. This early unsuccessful attempt by the 

English to exert power in India marks the strength of the Mughal empire and the 

weakness of the English presence in South Asia at the turn of  the century. 

Events on both the European mainland and on the Indian subcontinent led to the unlikely 

rise of English power in India. Aurangzeb was the last powerful Mughal emperor, and 

following his death the Mughal Empire began to experience a steady decline. The rise of 

another dynasty, the Hindu Marathas in the Indian highlands, created internal conflict in 

the Indian subcontinent as the Marathas and Mughals struggled for control over territory 

in a series of wars that pressured the resources of the Mughal empire. England was able 

to successfully rise to power in both European and Indian affairs by filling the void left 

by the declines of the Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, and Mughal empires through the 17th 

century. England's largest economic competitors at the start of European expansion—the 

Dutch and the Portuguese—began to lose ground to Britain as the major European traders 

to India. Within India, the decline of the Mughal empire and frequent warfare with the 

Marathas created a power vacuum that left social instability in its wake. 

The English viewed the conflict between the Mughals and the Marathas as a 

primarily religious conflict—as the Mughals were Muslim and the Marathas Hindu—

rather than a struggle between rival empires. From these early experiences of India, the 

English believed that the various religious groups of the subcontinent were set against 



each other due to inherent religious differences, and failed to recognize the complexity of 

Indian history and culture. The European mainland could easily be divided into religious 

factions considering the tumultuous history between Anglican England and Catholic 

France, or the history of alliance between France and fellow Catholic Spain. Yet this does 

not give a full perspective of the nature of the interactions between the various European 

nations. Such is the case in India, which has a long history of both times of peace 

between their religious groups such as under Akbar the Great, and times of conflict  and 

oppression between those in power and those being ruled—conflicts which were often of 

a political, religious, and social matter. 

The English began to arrive in force at a conflicted period in India's history and 

were able to capitalize on the conflict between Hindus and Muslims by offering 

themselves as a stable ally to regional Indian princes and leaders. Although the 

overarching conflict was one of a rising dynasty struggling against the power of an older, 

declining dynasty, the religious separation of the two groups made a powerful motivating 

factor to spur troops into battle and add legitimacy to the claims of both empires. The 

English capitalized on this polarization of peoples, and a divide and conquer technique 

proved to be a highly successful tactic for increasing English influence and power on the 

Indian mainland. Combined with the increasing technological gains that England was 

enjoying as the fruits of their early industrialization back on the mainland, England's 

rising global dominance also manifested as increased power in India.

What began as commercial interests in India eventually spread to increasingly 

more control over the continent, as greater control served for greater profits and larger 

markets for the British East India Trading Company. Administrative control in India was 

economically favorable because it allowed the Company to dictate high taxes, drive down 



the cost of raw materials being exported from India, and allows Britain to shape the 

market. When the Seven Years War broke out on the European mainland in 1756, Britain 

took it as an opportunity to attack the French outpost in Bengal and eliminated them as an 

economic competitor. In 1758, Robert Clive became the governor of Bengal, marking the 

first time the East Indian Trading Company became  involved in the administration of 

India marks the first British foothold on the subcontinent, beginning in a province with 

several important ports. By the close of the 18th century, the British had begun their 

encroachment across the subcontinent and their influence continued to spread through the 

early 19th century (see appendix for maps of British expansion). 

By the mid 19th century, Britain's Trading Company was employing an army of 

Indian men, Hindu and Muslim alike, which served as the military force of the 

administrative regime of the Trading Company across half the continent. The princely 

states not under direct control of the British were often still allies and valuable resources. 

Britain had effectively gained control of the entire subcontinent. Then came the Sepoy 

Mutiny of 1857, in which Hindus and Muslims  employed in the Company's army 

discovered that the lubrication of their bullet casings were made from pig and cow fat 

(which came into contact with their hands and mouth as they tore the casings open). This 

was a grievous breech to both religions, and soldiers under the employ of the Company 

reacted with horror and anger. Indian soldiers stationed in Barrackpore revolted against 

their British officers and the escalation to violence soon spread to other regions of the 

subcontinent in a fire of rebellion. There were riots and killings in Meerut and Dehli as 

British officers were sought out and killed by Indian sepoys. Soldiers mutinied and 

captured forts and towns across several provinces, shaking Britain's hold on the region. 

To protect their interests in India, the British government intervened on behalf of the 



Company to regain control of India. Mutineers were captured and executed by British 

soldiers as British forces moved across the continent retaking cities and systematically 

destroying the rebellious movement. In the same year, the East India Trade Company was 

dissolved and replaced by formal rule by the British queen. The Mutiny had spurred the 

British into cementing their power over the Indian subcontinent when faced with the 

possibility of losing the colony to rebellion. Trade with India had provided Britain with 

the resources and wealth that brought them to global power. To ensure their continued 

global dominance, the British secured their control of India by establishing a formal 

British Raj.



India in World War II: 
Contributions and struggles

The story of Indian independence is marked by the repeated failure of the British 

to grant independence when promised and necessary. The British failed to grant 

independence during WWI, after WWI, and during WWII. At each of these crossroads in 

history, Indian independence was discussed but never granted. The British were unwilling 

to give Indians autonomy for a number of reasons, including economic, political and 

racial concerns. This trail of disappointment inspired increasing radicalism among Indian 

political figures, as they struggled in vain for freedom from the Raj. The mounting 

tension surrounding Indian independence not only sowed distrust and resentment between 

Indians and Britain, but also poisoned the relationship between India's various factions. 

This chapter will discuss India's participation in the World Wars, the dynamic of the 

India-Britain relationship, and India's internal conflict surrounding the discussion of 

independence. Ulimately, the British failure to grant greater rights to Indians would lead 

to bloodshed and civil unrest.

Dominion status in the British empire meant autonomy for the colony with 

nominal control from the British sovereign as part of the British Commonwealth. It was 

granted to Canada in 1867, to Australia in 1901, to New Zealand in 1907, and to South 

Africa in 1910. As one of the British empire's largest and most heavily populated 

colonies, India was hoping that they would be next in line for dominion status. At the 

outbreak of World War I in 1914, India responded immediately to demonstrate their 

loyalty to the British crown, and demonstrate their capacity to join the British 

Commonwealth as an equal. Indian princes volunteered their men, money, and personal 

service. Leaders of the Congress had wired the king-emperor to vow their support and 



allegiance. Even Gandhi toured Indian villages urging peasants to join the British army. 

India sent over one million Indian soldiers to fight in theaters of war across the globe, 

including bolstering the Western Front. Not only did India provide soldiers, but it also 

gave generous material and financial contributions to the war effort, including vast stores 

of military equipment, nearly five million tons of wheat and cotton goods, and at the end 

of the war presented a gift of £100 million to the British for recovery efforts. In return, 

Indians had high hopes of also being granted the Dominion status now enjoyed by some 

of Britain's other large and prosperous colonies. Yet India was not one of Britain's settler 

colonies, and the racism of the imperialist mindset made the notion of granting brown 

Indians freedom to govern themselves difficult for many Britons to support. And the 

riches flowing in from the Indian subcontinent would be dampened by independence. 

India had participated readily in WWI because they had been promised Dominion 

Status would be granted following the war. In the meantime a prohibitive, wartime 

Defense of India was enacted which served to curtail revolutionary activities during the 

war. It sought to quell those Indians demanding independence during wartime, with the 

promise of future Dominion Status during peacetime. However, after the victory of WWI, 

India was to be vastly disappointed. Rather than receiving greater rights and freedoms 

within the British commonwealth, as had been promised during the wartime years, the 

Rowlatt Acts were passed in 1919. Their object was to replace the repressive provisions 

of the wartime Defense of India (1915) by a permanent law. The reign following WWI 

actually restricted the rights of Indians. Rather than being rewarded for their support, 

Indians found that now political cases could be tried without juries and suspect interned 

without trial. Political leaders of the INC were now directly threatened with subjugation 

by the British Raj. This would later allow the immediate and unconditional arrest of 



Indian political leaders who would speak out against the Raj. In this light, there is little 

wonder why with the outbreak of WWII, Indians were deeply distrustful of the promises 

of the British, and began to struggle for independence. 

India's modern history was largely impacted by the interactions of a handful of 

influential men. Sir Stafford Cripps, a member of the British Labor Party, served on 

several wartime committees in World War II, served in the Attlee Ministry after the war, 

and acted as a key advisor to India. Jawaharlal Nehru was an Indian lawyer and 

statesman, and a secular leader of the Indian National Congress. Mahatma Gandhi was a 

friend of Nehru, and although he had already given up a formal political position, he was 

a folk hero and a celebrated spiritual leader of Indian independence. Muhammad Ali 

Jinnah was an Indian lawyer like Nehru, a brilliant politician, a leader of the Muslim 

League and visionary of Pakistan. The Indian National Congress was the first Indian 

political party formed during the British Raj. A Hindu-dominated political party, they 

began calling for Indian independence in 1886. The Muslim League formed as a reaction 

to the Hindu-majority of the Congress. Formed in 1906, they also fought for Indian 

independence. The leaders of these parties would both go on to guide their respective 

nations into fruition. These men were some of the most influential voices of their time. 

Their discourse would guide the events surrounding Indian independence and leading to 

her fateful partition. 

The Hindu-Muslim Relationship

In response to the growing demand for self-rule in India, the Government Act of 

1935 was passed, which granted greater powers at the provincial level, investing the 

provinces with increased executive and legislative powers. Although this was an 

improvement to the restrictive system that had been in place, the 1935 Act fell far short of 



dominion status. The Congress was already a long-standing and well organized political 

party, something the later founded Muslim League lacked. The Congress secured a clear 

majority in seven of eleven provinces, as Hindus represented the majority in those 

provinces1. The Congress formed a coalition ministry in two more, controlling a total of 

nine of out eleven provinces. Only the Punjab and Bengal remained under non-Congress 

rule. According to Muslim scholar Safdar Mahmood, “The bitter experience of two and a 

half years of Congress rule was an eye-opener for the Muslims2.” 

Congress had refused to give any share to the League in the provincial ministries, 

instead selecting independents to represent Muslims in the cabinets. Congress leaders 

such as Gandhi felt that acknowledging the League as a separate political party would 

lead to the fracturing of India. Muslim League leaders such as Jinnah were growing more 

certain that a partitioned India would be the only way to ensure protection for Muslims. 

Jinnah argued that the Muslims of India had their own language and culture, and were a 

uniquely distinct population from Indian Hindus. Thus, the formation of their own state 

was not only natural, but necessary, for Muslims would ultimately suffer as a minority in 

a Hindu-dominated nation. Congress leaders were bitterly opposed to any suggestion of a 

divided India. Gandhi argued that Hindus and Muslims had lived side-by-side for 

centuries before the arrival of the British. A separation of this historic subcontinent would 

only fracture and weaken each independent state. Nehru and the Congress would 

continue to fight for a united India, one that could stand strong in the face of 

modernization and compete with European nations. The difficulty of separating existing 

infrastructure to meet the needs of two separate nations instead of a unified subcontinent 

would cause immense economic and political challenges.

1 See Appendix for maps of demographic distributions
2 V. P. Menon, Transfer of Power in India. (Princeton Press: 1957), 8-12.



The Muslim League had been struggling against an overwhelming Hindu majority 

in the Congress Party. Although the All-India Congress claimed to represent the needs 

and desires of all Indians—Muslim, Hindu, and Sikh alike—the Muslim minority was 

dubious. To combat this, Nehru stepped down as president of the Congress, and the 

Muslim Abul Kalam Azad took the position. One of the strongest advocates of Hindu-

Muslim unity, Azad was viciously criticized by Jinnah for undermining his fellow 

Muslims. Jinnah accused Azad of being a puppet for the Hindu Congress, but both Azad 

and Nehru maintained that the Congress was a secular party that represented all of India. 

The growing presence of radical Hindu groups in reaction to growing Muslim dissent and 

the movement towards communalism was worrying. In contemporary India, 

"communalism" is used to primarily to describe conflicts between religious communities, 

but also those between people of the same religion but from different regions and states. 

With the growing discussion of Indian independence came the slow politicization of 

minority religions, namely the Muslims and Sikhs, in reaction to Hindu extremists 

defining the Indian national character as primarily a Hindu concern. They feared 

oppression and domination by the Hindus in the growing democracy of India, and were 

afraid of a post-colonial nation ruled by the Hindu-majority. With Indian leaders 

beginning to call for greater Indian independence, Muslim leaders began to question their 

position in this new political order. In December of 1930, Allama Muhammad Iqbal 

announced that: “The units of Indian society were not territorial as in European countries. 

India is a continent of human groups belonging to different religions. The Muslim 

demand for the creation of a Muslim India is, therefore, perfectly justified...The 

formation of a consolidated north-west Indian Muslim state appears to me to be the final 

destiny of the Muslims.” This historic statement formally announced for the first time the 



Muslim desire for Pakistan, a separate Muslim nation that would arise from India's 

independence. 

The Report of the Indian Statutory Commission of 1930 made some key 

recommendations regarding the development of an All-India constitution. The Report 

warned that when shaping the future constitution of India, the diversity of her population 

would need to be taken into account. Although the development of an All-India federation 

was strongly emphasized, the need for safeguards for minorities was also discussed:

We have had abundant evidence of the feeling of apprehension with which 
possible changes in the system of government are viewed by many 
communities. India is a land of minorities...Members of minority 
communities have unfortunately only too much reason to fear that their 
rights and interests will be disregarded...Until the spirit of tolerance is 
more widespread in India and until there is evidence that minorities are 
prepared to trust to the sense of justice of the majority, we feel that there is 
indeed the need for safeguards3.

Although the tensions between the League and the Congress are not directly addressed, it 

is clear that almost a decade before the promise of Pakistan became a reality, the topic of 

how to address growing Muslim dissent under a Hindu majority was already being 

discussed.  If Hindu-Muslim tensions could not be repaired in the following years, the 

shaping of the All-India constitution would be derailed in an effort to secure minority 

rights. 

Mobilizing India in World War II

The political sphere in India was vastly changed by the start of WWII. The broken 

promise of independence had inspired years of discussion of the possibility of an free 

India. This in part was manifested in the rising tension between the Congress and the 

League—two parties who were now struggling against Britian for greater rights, and 

against each other's differing plans for an independent India. With the outbreak of WWII, 

3 Report of the Indian Statutory Commission (1930), 22. 



Indian leaders were reluctant to become involved in a conflict that had little to do with 

them, especially with the betrayal that followed WWI. In September 1939, Viceroy 

Linlithgow declared that India would be joining the war against Germany on behalf of the 

British empire. He made the announcement without consulting leaders of the Congress or 

Muslim League. When the broadcast aired, it was the first time Indian leaders were aware 

of India's entry into the war, and the announcement was met with mixed reactions. The 

Muslim League empowered Jinnah to “assure Great Britian on behalf of Indian Muslims 

of their support in the War provided they were assured the acceptance of their demands”.4 

By this, they meant that in return for the Muslim League's support, the British would 

consider their desire for Pakistan in a post-independence world. The Congress had 

decided to “ask Congress Ministries to resign as a mark of protest against the 

Government attitude.5” Rather than ally themselves with the British government that was 

forcing their people to war, the Congress staged a protest. Provincial ministries all 

resigned on the issue of non-co-operation in the war6. India had not been granted 

dominion status after World War I despite her active support in the war. There was little 

reason for India to join in a second war that did not involve her interests when their 

demands for self-governance were thus far not met.

Seeking to undermine the power of the Congress and gain greater British support, 

Jinnah called upon the Muslims of India to celebrate the resignation of the Congress 

leaders. In December 1939, Jinnah and the Muslim League announced the celebration of 

a 'Day of Deliverance', and this was met with some support among British leaders who 

disliked Gandhi and the Congress. Viceroy Linlithgow was personally pleased with the 

4 Mirza, Transfer of Power, 52.
5 Mirza, Transfer of Power, 53.
6 Mansergh, Nicholas . The Cripps Mission to India, March-May 1942. International Journal (1971), 338-

346.



resignations of Congress members. Jinnah that day made a broadcast to proclaim 

deliverance from Hindu oppression:

I wish the Musalmans all over India to observe Friday the 22nd December 
as the 'Day of Deliverance' and thanksgiving as a mark of relief that the 
Congress regime has at last ceased to function. I hope that the provincial, 
district and primary Muslim Leagues all over India will hold public 
meetings and pass the resolution with such modification as they may be 
advised, and after Jumma prayers offer prayers by way of thanksgiving for 
being delivered from the unjust Congress regime7

In attempting to secure a Muslim homeland, the Muslim League was pitted against the 

Congress in a struggle to gain greater favor from the British. The presence of a foreign 

power in India had ensured a conflict between her largest ethnic groups. To argue for 

Pakistan, Jinnah had to speak against the Congress. Congress leaders feared that if 

Pakistan were secured, then the demands for a Sikh homeland would also have to be 

granted, leading to further fracturing the subcontinent. Many believed this would end in 

the ruination of a once powerful nation. For the Congress to defend a unified India, they 

would have to act against all attempts to provide special provisions to any one group, 

including Muslims, and would insist upon a unified state based on secular equality. Over 

the course of the following years, the divide between the Muslim League and the 

Congress would only grow as the nature of their conflict would ultimately prevent a 

compromise from being struck.

Although India was already involved in WWII by 1939, it was the fall of 

Singapore to the Japanese in February 1942 that marked the first death knell of the 

British presence in India. As Japan began to invade Asia, it became clear that British 

forces would not be sufficient to protect India. British forces were spread thin protecting 

the Anglo-American Atlantic convoys that were keeping the British mainland stocked 

7 Menon, Transfer of Power, 108.



with the resources necessary for war. Prime Minister Winston Churchill was primarily 

focused on the defense of England, secondarily on the recapturing of Egypt and the Suez 

channel, ultimately leaving the defense of India an afterthought in the war effort. This 

abandonment was already felt by the British Indian troops stationed in Singapore. Their 

morale was so low that General Percival requested permission to surrender his men only 

six days after the Japanese invaded Singapore's north shore. All 60,000 men became 

Japanese prisoners of war. The British presence in the South Asian theatre was weak, and 

their performance in the war left much to be desired. The powerful overseas rulers were 

fleeing in the face of Japanese invaders, losing large territories. The seeds of 

disillusionment were sown, as British military and administrative failings became 

apparent under wartime stress.

That night, Churchill reported to American President Franklin Roosevelt, “I find it 

difficult to realise how gravely our British affairs have deteriorated...We have suffered the 

greatest disaster in our history at Singapore, and other misfortunes will come thick and 

fast upon us8”. With Singapore now in the hands of the Japanese, there was very little to 

defend the Indian Ocean. The advancement of Japan into Asia served to highlight the 

weakness of the Far Eastern defenses, and the stories of woe from refugees pouring in 

from Malyasia and Burma drove thousands of people from populated centers such as 

Calcutta. In the words of Churchill, “the shadow of a heavy and far-reaching military 

defeat” lay over India. Without action, India would surely fall to the Japanese and the 

British did not have the resources to protect it. This left only one option: India had to be 

mobilized to her own defense. 

It should first be asked why India was not immediately disposed to rise to her own 

8 Gilbert (1992), 719.



defense. What was the difference between rule by the Japanese or rule by the British to 

the ordinary citizen? Subjugation remains the same, and many felt there was no need to 

send Indian sons to die fighting these invaders when many could be saved by non-action. 

India's self-defense would have ultimately been the defense of Britain's resources, not 

their own. A change in hands would make little difference to the lives of the rank and file 

commoner, and long had Indians detested their lack of power under the British. Some 

even welcomed the notion of an Asian foreign ruler, who would be closer geographically 

and culturally, a creation of a powerful Asian block to offset the powers of the West. 

Thus, India's involvement in WWII was a complicated issue. Although many Indian 

leaders and intellectuals such as Gandhi spoke out against both Nazism and fascism, it 

was difficult to find support for Britain's war for democracy when it was being denied to 

members of its own empire. Britian's war against the Nazis in the name of democracy and 

tolerance had a ring of hypocrisy. Gandhi felt that both Nazism and the British Raj 

represented two of the challenges facing the INC: racism and imperialism. They were two 

sides of the same coin. The Congress refused to align itself with Britain and join in the 

war effort against the Axis Powers until India was granted independence. That way, 

Britain's war for democracy could have legitimacy, bringing democracy to both fascist 

Eastern Europe and within its own empire. At the end of WWII, Prime Minister Clement 

Atlee of the Labor Party declared in the House of Commons on March 15, 1946, “Is it 

any wonder that today India claims, as a nation of 400 million people that has twice sent 

her sons to die for freedom, that she should herself have freedom to decide her own 

destiny?9” 

Mobilizing India: Cripps' Mission

9  “Our Constitution”, The Publications Division of the Government of India (1950), 2-3.



Although Roosevelt, Churchill's greatest ally, disapproved of Churchill's position 

on keeping India within the Empire rather than granting it independence at this critical 

time so India could mount its own defense, Churchill refused to consider otherwise. In 

the midst of all-consuming warfare in mainland Europe, Churchill had few resources to 

spare in the defense of India. Deputy Prime Minister Clement Atlee of the Labor Party 

had visited India in 1927 and served on the Indian Statutory Commission. He was 

familiar with both India's complex social structure, and the various religions that made 

the Indian subcontinent dynamic and multicultural. Although he doubted whether the 

Indian National Congress could truly speak for all of India's peoples, he agreed that the 

only way to mobilize India's people to the war effort was to gain the support of the INC's 

foremost leaders: Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. To gain the support of the non-

cooperative Congress, Sir Stafford Cripps was chosen as the leader of the House of 

Commons just four days after the fall of Singapore. Cripps had visited India and met with 

Nehru once before. Like Nehru, he was a vocal Socialist. He had also visited Gandhi at 

his remote ashram, and like Gandhi was a strict vegetarian.  Cripps was an ideal 

candidate to negotiate with these influential Indian leaders, and considered himself a true 

friend of India. He was to lead what would later be called the Cripps Mission. His 

mission was to convince the Congress to give their support, and Churchill and Attlee 

authorized Cripps to offer one option to the INC that would guarantee their support: full 

dominion status.  This was something the Indians had been demanding for endless years, 

and was a luxury already enjoyed by Canada, Australia, South Africa, and New Zealand 

within the British Commonwealth. However, the offer came with two conditions. Firstly, 

dominion status would not be granted until after the war. Secondly, there was an opt-out 

clause. Any province of British India could chose to vote against joining the new 



dominion. This would leave Muslim-majority provinces free to refuse to join under the 

Indian flag, and create their own Pakistan. 

On March 25, 1942, Cripps met with various Indian leaders to discuss his 

proposal: full support in the war effort for Dominion Status after the war. Congress 

president Azad met with Cripps first. Azad's only complaint of Cripps' proposal was that 

the Congress must be given control over the ministry of defense to “mobilize effectively” 

the Indian people. He felt that a grand gesture had to be made on the part of the British to 

bring morale back to the people, and appointing an Indian minister of defense would 

serve to demonstrate good will between the two nations10. Cripps next met with the 

president of the Muslim League, Jinnah. Jinnah avidly resented Azad, calling him a 

“showcase Muslim”, and condemned him for acting as a figurehead for Nehru and the 

Hindu Congress. Jinnah asked whether the provinces that had narrow Muslim majorities 

would have “the effective right to opt out of the constitution”. Cripps replied that in the 

case of narrowly divided provinces, the minority would have the right to demand a 

plebiscite of the total adult population of the province. Although Jinnah agreed that it was 

an “absolutely fair idea”, he requested that Cripps clarify the language of the document to 

clearly outline the “possibility of a second Dominion being set up11”. Eager to push the 

proposal and get India into the war effort as the Japanese continued to encroachon their 

precious holdings in South Asia, Attlee's India Committee in London approved of 

Jinnah's clarification language the very next day. 

The same day that Cripps met with Azad and Jinnah, he also met with Gandhi. 

Although the man held no formal position in the Congress, as he had resigned several 

years earlier, Cripps would have been a fool not to recognize the influence this “Great 

10 Menon, Transfer of Power, 122.
11 Ibid, 123.



Soul” still had on both Congress leaders and ordinary Indian citizens alike. Gandhi 

disapproved of Cripps' proposal, saying that the “Congress would not accept the 

document”, which he felt was “an invitation to the Moslems to create a Pakistan12”. 

Gandhi was one of the greatest opponents to the possibility of a fractured India, and knew 

that the Congress would be unable to accept the clarification  language insisted upon by 

Jinnah. Gandhi's assessment did not mesh well with the friendly reception that Cripps had 

experienced with the leaders of both the Congress and the League the previous day, and 

Cripps found this to be unsettling. He tried to placate Gandhi by telling him that the 

Congress Party could reach an agreement with the Muslims once the British were “out of 

the way”. In his personal notes, he commented, “I went through the document with him, 

pointing out that it was primarily based upon the conception of a united India13”. 

However, Gandhi accused Cripps of leaving Indians with a “cut and dried” remnant of 

India. Despite Gandhi's warnings that the Congress could not accept the document, 

Cripps felt that a single old man's opinion should not stop negotiations from proceeding. 

With pressures coming from London, Cripps had to ensure India's co-operation in the war 

effort. 

At this point, it seems that the British were playing a double-game. In the same 

day that Cripps agreed to Jinnah's 'clarification' language that secured the right of 

Muslims to formally create their own Dominion, he reassured Gandhi that the British 

were primarily interested in a united India. In their desperation to get India mobilized to 

her defense rather than lose the colony to the Japanese, the British India Committee in 

London was willing to make all the promises necessary to secure India's cooperation. 

Cripps put on a good show of offering independence to India once the war was over, 

12 Menon, Transfer of Power, 123.
13 Ibid, 125-128.



alleviating concerns of their American allies who disapproved of Britian's imperialism. In 

agreeing to the demands of the both the League and the Congress, the British were in fact 

giving them fodder for continued internal conflict. They were providing the hammers 

with which the wedge between Hindus and Muslims was driven, pushing them further 

apart. 

End of Negotiations

Negotiations fell apart on April 2nd.  Nehru dined alone with Cripps and expressed 

a concern on several topics, centering primarily on Britain's performance in the war, and 

the poor treatment of colonial subjects at the hands of British administrative officials. 

First, the British handling of Indian refugees along the eastern seaboard was 

unacceptable. While Indian refugees fleeing the Japanese were left entirely unsupported 

by British police forces or military defense (who had already fled), British refugees from 

the same region were housed in upscale British country clubs. There was a grain shortage 

which Nehru feared would turn to famine under wartime stress. Given India's history of 

famine, and the social and economic upheaval of war times, Nehru believed that Britain's 

crumbling administration in war torn regions would be unable to cope with food 

pressures. Famine was a frequent problem under the British Raj, with an astounding 30 

million deaths between 1890 and 1940 from starvation14. Nehru and other Indian leaders 

argued that Indians should have a greater hand in the defense and administration of India 

considering Britain's recent military and administrative failures in South Asia. Yet British 

leaders such as Churchill and Viceroy Linlithgow refused Azad's request for an Indian 

defense minister. Neither wished to see India in charge of her own defense, believing that 

a member of the British cabinet of war would be better suited for the position. 

14  Davis, Mike. Late Victorian Holocausts: El Nino Famines and the Making of the Third World. (London: 
Verso, 2001), 9.



Additionally, further details on India's dominion status after the war were not being 

released. It was beginning to appear as though the British would not grant the dominion 

status they had initially promised. Nehru expressed “a growing disbelief in the capacity 

of Great Britain to make any defence [of India] effective15.” Gandhi described Cripps' 

proposal as “a blank cheque on a crashing bank”. 

Although talks were initially promising, the Congress had already lost faith in the 

British. Congress could not approve a plan that would allow the division of India, and 

London's refusal to appoint an Indian minister of defense made promises of future 

independence seem hollow. Indian reporters who had once already met with Cripps 

showed a similar disbelief. They shook their heads at his vague, unclear answers about 

the future of Indian dominion status. When asked at what stage the British government 

proposed to leave this country, Cripps responded with, “At the stage when the 

constitution-making body have decided on a constitution.” With no time line and no plan 

to form a constitution-making body, this vague answer was met with distrust and distaste, 

especially in light of previously broken promises from the British. Cripps was beginning 

to realize that many Indians questioned his good faith. The Congress leaders were 

refusing to accept a proposal that did not include an Indian Minister of Defense, however 

Cripps' attempts to ensure such in Britain was met with disapproval by Churchill and 

Linlithgow, neither of whom wanted the defense of India to be in Indian hands. 

Linlithgow wrote in a report that the “Government of India were incapable of defending 

the country16”. He held the personal belief that Indians could not be left to govern 

themselves, a sentiment that boded poorly for discussions of autonomy after the war. 

15 Satya, Laxman D. The British Empire, Ecology and Famines in Late 19th Century Central India. (Lock 
Haven University of Pennsylvania, 2007), 12-13.

16   Wolpert, Stanley. Shameful Flight: The Last Years of the British Empire in India. (University Press, 
2009), 33.



Though Cripps had been tasked with securing Indian support for the war effort, British 

leaders were not all sympathetic to the Indian cause and were in fact undercutting his 

efforts. 

Cripps decided to try a last-ditch appeal to the Indian people.  Broadcasting his 

statement across India, England, and America, he once again outlined the extent of his 

proposal. Although he emphasized the importance of a unified Indian federation of states, 

he also outlined the allowance for states to choose to secede from the constitutional body 

if they felt they were being inadequately represented. Additionally, his plans still did not 

include an Indian minister of defense, leaving all wartime decisions in the hands of the 

British. Cripps went so far as to ask the Indian people to forget past transgressions of the 

British, and allow them to lead Indians to victory.

There will still be difficulties...the result of the distrust which has 
grown up between us in past years, but I ask you to turn your back 
upon that past...and to allow us to join with you...Let us enter upon 
this primary task of the Defence of India in the now sure 
knowledge that when we emerge from the fire and travail of war it 
will be to build a free India...Let the bead past bury its dead! And 
let us march together...to the waking dawn of a new world of 
liberty for all the peoples.17

Cripps was correct in saying that there was a distrust between the British and her Indian 

subjects, but without so much as the appointment of an Indian minister of defense, there 

was little proof that the British were in turn willing to trust the Indian people in their own 

autonomy. Cripps' proposal was based on an Allied victory, which to Indian eyes would 

have been far from secure at this point in the war. Singapore fell on February 15, 

Rangoon on March 8, and the Japanese were making an advance across the Indian Ocean 

that thus far remained unchecked. Why should India accept a British minister of defense 

to protect them from afar when their performance in the South Asian theater was far less 
17 A compilation on Sri Aurobindo and the Cripps Mission to India (March- April 1942).



than admirable? As Gandhi suggested, were the signatories to the post-dated check on a 

falling bank likely to be in a position to honor their signatures in a post-war world18? 

With ambiguous long-term promises, and little substance for the short-term, Cripps' 

proposal ultimately fell quite short of Indian expectations. Those in the Congress who 

agreed with Gandhi “regard Great Britain as defeated and unimportant so far as the 

future of India is concerned.19” Although Cripps was in a manner of speaking offering 

India the freedom she deserved, the terms of the proposal were vastly unfavorable. 

Britain's failure to rule India effectively was now becoming its downfall. The 

British showed themselves to be unwilling to grant Indians greater freedoms through 

their repressive Rowlatt Acts passed after WWI, their haphazard Government of India 

Act of 1935, and now their refusal to give India a voice in her own defense in war. 

Coupled with their mismanagement of agricultural resources that led to perpetual famine, 

and thus far a poor performance in the South Asian theater of war, the Congress had little 

faith in British ability to rule. The Congress was forced to reject the proposal outlined in 

Cripps Mission. The rejection of the proposal by the Congress also meant a rejection by 

the League, who could not risk public ridicule as a lackey of the British by accepting an 

offer that the Congress rejected. Cripps Mission had failed.

The Great Bengali Famine

It seems that Nehru's fear of famine was to come true. A great famine struck 

Bengal in 1943. Estimates of deaths range from one and a half million to six million. 

Some scholars call it the Bengali Holocaust and put personal blame on Churchill himself, 

claiming his deteriorating opinion of India led to a callous and indifferent response to 

this crisis. A British official reported in 1943 that as he traveled to his new assignment, 

18Mansergh, The Cripps Mission to India, 338-346.
19 Wolpert, Shameful Flight, 29.



he could see dead bodies, and starving persons all along the way from Bahudurabad Ghat 

to the Dacca20. The Japanese army were rapidly approaching eastern India, and Bengal 

was the province most vulnerable to attack. The principal cause of the short crop 

production in 1942 was an epidemic of helminthosporium disease, an epidemic so 

devastating that nothing so great has been recorded in plant pathology history21. The 

losses in food crop and the extent of human calamity could only be compared to that of 

the Irish potato famine in 1845. Despite these massive losses, it was ultimately 

administrative failures that were immediately responsible for the level of human 

suffering. Grains were in high demand during the war effort. Soldiers were the first to 

receive grains, then industrial laborers in the large cities such as Calcutta. Economic  and 

war time pressures heavily skewed the market, and there were massive increases in the 

price of rice and wheat beginning in 194322. Artisans were profoundly affected by the 

war and by increased grain prices, as many Indians could no longer afford the luxuries 

artisans provided. This meant that unlanded laborers were left with little income and no 

access to grains. The civil administration did not cope with the situation created by 

shortage, resulting in runaway prices that quickly exceeded the reach of ordinary 

peasants. This led to the migration of rural workers to the cities, in the hopes of finding 

employment. Since there was no work to be found, those peasants slowly died of 

starvation, resulting in the massive presence of death reported by that British official. 

India in World War II

With Cripps now gone from India, it became clear that his mission accomplished 

two things: He stirred the distrust of the Congress so greatly that Nehru, Gandhi, and 

20 Padmanabhan, S. Y., The Great Bengal Famine. Central Rice Research Institute. (1973), 2-3.
21 Padmanabhan, The Great Bengal Famine, 3-4.
22   Polya, Gideon The Forgotten Holocaust: The 1943/44 Bengal Famine. Global Avoidable Morality.  

(2005)



Azad were now committed to an anti-British campaign in their continued struggle for 

independence, and he ensured the continued hostilities between the Congress and the 

League. With the departure of Cripps, India was left to prepare itself for the inevitable 

arrival of the Japanese while still pursuing a path of non-co-operation with the British. In 

the case of invasion, the Congress resolved to not support them by “active welcome” or 

by “silent welcome”, but rather to greet them with the “weapon of non-violence23.” 

Stories of the atrocities in Rangoon were circulating throughout India. The 

entirety of the foreign civil administration suddenly evacuated while the Japanese were 

still quite a distance from the city. Europeans commandeered the motor cars of ordinary 

citizens, leaving their owners stranded and unable to flee the city themselves. The police 

force was discharged, and the prisons and asylums emptied. The city of Rangoon was left 

at the mercy of criminals and lunatics, without the protection of the police force or civil 

administration, leaving its citizens in “utmost misery and desolation.” The same story of 

abandonment was repeated in Madras, as British officials swiftly evacuated without 

arranging for the evacuation of civilians, the creation of food supply lines, transport, or 

housing for displaced refugees. Like Rangoon, the British left Madras without a second 

glance, leaving its peoples to fend for themselves in the face of invasion. Congress 

members feared the same would happen to Calcutta and Bengal,“for the same type of 

official wields authority here, as the recent astonishing exhibition of panic and 

incompetence in Madras demonstrates24.”

The first order of business after the departure of Cripps then was the development 

of programs of self-sufficiency and self-protection, including food and medical supply 

23 Sharma, Anand. Gandhian Way: Peace, Non-Violence, and Empowerment. Indian National Congress, 
Academic Foundation. (2008), 249.

24 Ibid, 252-253.



lines going to cities threatened by Japanese invasion. Gandhi was critical of Britain's 

treatment of Indian independence, believing that independence would give India a 

greater ability to participate fully in their own defense: “It is the misfortune of India at 

this crisis in her history not only to have a foreign Government, but a Government which 

is incompetent and incapable of organising her defence properly or of providing for 

safety and essential needs of her people25.” The Congress had little reason to believe that 

the British would be able to adequately defend India against invasion, especially given 

Britain's cut-and-run tactics in the rest of south Asia. Although the British had failed to 

mobilize India as a member of the Alliance in the war effort, India nonetheless had to 

prepare for war. 

In the midst of these discussions was a great sense of loss at the opportunity to 

make amends with the British and secure independence in a painless and willing transfer 

of power. In light of this failure to come to an agreement, several notable leaders now 

turned to more radical positions and dug in their heels to staunchly support them. In this 

strained political environment, Hindu and Muslim relations only continued to deteriorate. 

With Cripps' promise of secession, the seeds of partition had been irreversibly sown. 

Jinnah was now determined to see the division of India and the creation of Pakistan, and 

his fears of growing Hindu radicalism were only confirmed by the continued campaigns 

of Gandhi. Although both were fighting for a land free of foreign rule, their means of 

achieving such now set them against each other.

On April 29, 1942, the Congress Working Committee resolved to put all its efforts 

towards the independence of India, and begin to mobilize “in view of the imminent peril 

of the invasion that confront India26.” The resolutions of the working committee was kept 

25 Menon, Transfer of Power, 203.
26 Ibid, 205.



out of the press by Lord Linlithgow. A declaration was made for "the immediate ending 

of the British rule in India is an urgent necessity both for the sake of India and for the 

success of the cause of United Nations." Additionally, the committee insisted that an 

independent India "will assure the success [of the United Nations] by throwing his great 

resources in the struggle for freedom and against the aggression of Nazism, Facism and 

imperialism.” Gandhi argued that the presence of the British in India was an invitation to 

Japan to invade India. Their immediate withdrawal would remove the “bait”, and leave 

India free to support the efforts of the United Nations on their own terms. They resolved 

that an “India in bondage can play no effective part in defending herself”27.

On August 8, the All-India Congress Committee adopted its most famous 

resolution, sanctioning the start of the mass struggle on non-violent lines under the 

leadership of Gandhi. Just before dawn on August 9, Gandhi and the entire Working 

Committee were arrested, thus ending any political negotiations between the Congress 

and the Raj for the remainder of the war years. Although the arrests were top secret, the 

news spread quickly throughout Bombay, and angry protests erupted within hours. 

Protests soon turned to riots, with buses being burned and post offices looted, as Indians 

turned against symbols of the Raj. In the first two days of street fights, British policemen 

opened fire on civilians, killing twenty four and injuring a hundred. The violence in 

Bengal spread quickly throughout the rest of the subcontinent. By the end of 1942, 250 

railway stations had been attacked, more than a hundred police stations razed, telegraph 

wires were cut and train tracks uprooted. Nearly 60,000 Indians were jailed. Although 

Congress leaders were all jailed, the movement towards independence had gained 

momentum.

27 Wolpert, Shameful Flight, 41.



Though the Quit India movement lacked a central leadership, the movement was 

reported to be the largest uprising in India since the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857. In the 

aftermath of the Mutiny the British retaliated brutally to crush the rebellion. The 

movement was quickly quelled, and policies were enacted to prevent further misbehavior 

from the colony. Many British regiments took a “no prisoners” policy, lining up and 

shooting all captured rebels. Officer Thomas Lowe personally participated in several 

mass executions, on one occasion ordering the execution of 149 prisoners at once28. Once 

the rebellion was crushed, Britain instated a series of punitive acts to tighten their grip on 

their Indian subjects with heavier taxes and greatly diminished freedoms. With the 

outbreak of Gandhi's Quit India movement, the memory of the Sepoy Mutiny hung heavy 

in the minds of Indians and Britons alike. If the push towards independence was not 

successful, British retaliation would be harsh and devastating. This in part explains 

Gandhi's push to a more radical movement. The British had to be completely overcome, 

as it had already been made clear that Indian independence would not be granted easily. 

Already the consequences of the Quit India movement were being seen. British 

policemen began using violent force against protesters, Congress leaders were forcibly 

arrested. Additionally, while all Congress meetings and resolutions were being kept out 

of the press, the cause of the Muslim League was receiving a great deal of attention in 

British and American media. Jinnah's statements against the Congress were printed 

unrivaled by any counter-statements by the INC. Jinnah described the Congress as 

irrational, power hungry, and rash.

The latest decision of the Congress Working Committee, resolving to 
launch a mass movement if the British do not withdraw from India is the 
culminating point in the policy and programme of Mr. Gandhi and his 

28 Herbert, C. War of No Pity: The Indian Mutiny and Victorian Trauma. (Princeton University Press, 
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Hindu Congress of blackmailing the British and coercing them to concede a 
system of government and a transfer of power...which would establish a 
Hindu Raj immediately under the aegis of the British bayonet, thereby 
throwing the Muslims and other minorities and interests at the mercy of the 
Congress Raj.29

Jinnah was a clever politician; his words against the Congress and his tactful support of 

the British presence were later going to guarantee him the creation of Pakistan. Jinnah's 

version of events greatly undercut the legitimacy of the Congress's resolutions. The 

Congress could only be successful in its push for independence if the entire Indian 

population was unified in its desire. Although the Congress had a large majority of 

support, and the Quit India movement was ground shaking, Jinnah's voice of dissent cast 

enough doubt that India was now in a stalemate. The Congress had lost the support of the 

British Labour Party, who printed in the Daily Herald: “If you persist in demands which 

are at this moment impossible to grant, you will cripple your cause and humble the 

influence of us who are your proud and faithful advocates”30. On August 20, about two 

weeks after the arrests of the Congress Leaders, the Working Committee of the Muslim 

League condemned the Congress' civil disobedience movement, and instructed Muslims 

to refrain from participation. With the Congress falling out of favor in London, the 

League's demands for Pakistan became more insistent. Lord Linlithgow had no choice 

but to make a statement stressing the geographical unity of India, that a divided India 

could not make its way in the world with a confident expectation of success. This only 

created resentment between the League and the Raj. Talks between Gandhi and Lord 

Linlithgow were unsuccessful, as well as talks between the Congress and the League. It 

had become clear that Indian independence would not come before the end of the war. 

When 1942 came to a close, the path to Indian independence was at a complete 

29 Menon (1957), 141.
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stalemate.

Conclusion of World War II

With the outbreak of WWII and the declaration of India's entry into the war by 

Linlithgow in 1939, India raised the largest standing volunteer army in history up to that 

point. A total of two and a half million men signed up to fight for the cause of the British 

in all theatres of war across the globe. Those men were fighting for the Allied powers, 

championing the causes of democracy and the struggle against fascism in hopes that their 

own native India would also be freed from shackles. Not only did India give up her sons, 

but the subcontinent itself provided a wealth of food products, raw materials, and 

armaments that all fueled Britain's war efforts31. Indian soldiers cleared Italian forces 

from Egypt in 1940-1941, fought with the British in the capturing of Syria and Cyprus in 

1941-1942, and protected the oilfields of Iraq in 1943. After the Japanese invasion of 

Malaya and Singapore early in the war, which led to the capture of 16,000 Indian 

prisoners of war, a series of campaigns were launched to force the Japanese from South 

Asia. Indian troops, alongside British legions, fought three campaigns from 1943 to 

1945. On September 4 1945, the Japanese formally surrendered in Singapore. Removing 

Japan's foothold in Singapore opened up the rest of South Asia for the Allies. The 7th 

Division of the Indian Army was sent to Thailand, where it disarmed the Japanese 

occupying forces and liberated Allied prisoners of war. The 20th Division was sent to 

Indo-China where they also disarmed the Japanese forces occupying southern China32. 

India was a powerful player throughout WWII, successfully defending not only herself 

when British forces could not, but also recovering South Asia after the disgraceful 

defeats seen earlier in the war, in which British officials simply abandoned their posts, 

31 Kaushi (2010), 248–268.
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leaving territories open to Japanese invasion. The Indian army cleaned up the mess in 

South Asia, putting to shame Linlithgow's earlier claims that Indians could not be trusted 

to occupy the seats in the Defense of India council. With the closure of the war, India's 

independence was inevitable. Her gallant victories throughout the Asian theater of war 

gave the cause of independence a powerful backing.  

Although their methods were very divergent, all parties involved were essentially 

working towards the same goal: the end of the British presence in India and the 

establishment of a working democracy. It was India's successes in the war alongside the 

Allied powers which would lead to her freedom. Even before the end of the war, British 

leaders knew their days in India were numbered. In a memorandum on the Indian 

political situation, Lord Attlee stated, “The increasingly large contribution in blood and 

tears and sweat made by Indians will not be forgotten and will be fully exploited by 

Indians who have not themselves contributed”33. Even before the Allied victory was 

secured, it was known that India's sacrifices throughout both WWI and WWII had to now 

be acknowledged. The next step following the war would be the serious consideration of 

the transfer of power between the dying British Raj and the developing democracy of 

India.

33Memorandum by the Lord Privy Seal, Clement Attlee, for the War Cabinet on 'The Indian political 
situation', February 1942.
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The Road to Partition:
Visions for the future

With the closing of World War II, it was clear that Indian independence was on 

the horizon. The shape, scope, and direction of India's independence thus became a vital 

dialogue. Unlike Europeans, whose nation-states were the results of hundreds of years of 

history and conflict, India was seeking to build an entire Western-style democracy in a 

matter of years. This brings us to questions such as what will become the Indian national 

identity. Would this new nation be secular, considering a history of communal conflict in 

India. What would be done about education, modernization, the problems of poverty and 

starvation? This chapter will explore some of the different visions for India held by 

Indian and British leaders alike. India's foremost leaders had vastly different ideologies 

for the shape of a free India. How were these differing visions reconciled in this national 

dialogue of independence?

The struggle for Indian independence was no longer a conflict to wrest power 

from a foreign ruler, but to create the foundation of a modern nation. The process will 

involve the purging of existing institutions and practices, a social upheaval of incredible 

proportions. Whose interests would be represented in this new order, and who would 

ultimately be marginalized? The conflict between nationalism and imperialism come to 

fruition in the years leading up to the Great Partition of 1947. As the British tried to 

divide India along the cleavage lines of religion, class and community, Indian leaders 

sought to emphasize the over-arching solidarity of India's peoples, both historically and 

recently34. The development of a national identity in a nation with a clear Hindu majority 

made many social groups fear political domination. Jinnah had already made a powerful 

34 Kumar, R. Gandhi, Ambedkar and the Poona pact, 1932. Journal of South Asian Studies. (1985), 1-3.
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case for Muslim-Indians. Sikhs had already campaigned for their own territory in 

northern India. There was the case of the untouchables, who had long suffered under 

Hindu dominion and saw in the British an opportunity to break out of the caste system. 

And yet leaders such as Gandhi argued that without a unified front, India would forever 

be vulnerable to foreign rule, and fought against the special treatment of any sect.

The Cabinet Mission (May-July 1946)

The process of the transfer of power began in 1946, with the dispatch of the 

Cabinet Mission to India, led by Attlee. The question of a united India versus the creation 

of Pakistan loomed over the heads of the British Cabinet Mission members as they began 

to confer with Viceroy Linlithgow on their future program for India. Talks with Congress 

began on April 3, on the assumption that a future constitution would be drafted by an 

Indian constitutional body. In the intervening period, an interim government would be 

installed and responsible for the determination of this constitutional-making body. The 

interim government would be comprised of provincial representatives and minority 

representatives. For the future constitution, the Congress envisioned a federal government 

limited to powers in defense and foreign affairs, with autonomous provinces vested with 

residuary powers35. Upon the completion of the constitution provinces would be given the 

option to enter the federation, or stand out of it. 

When Cripps asked Congress president Azad if he would consider a separate list 

for Muslim-majority provinces, Azad said this would be inconsistent with the single 

federation structure that the Congress was working towards. The Congress was still 

unwilling to give its support to a fractured India. Cripps suggested that there be an equal 

number of Hindus and Muslims sitting on the Executive Council, but Gandhi was 

35 Menon (1957), 237.
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strongly opposed to the two-nation theory36. Gandhi pushed for a single constitution-

making body that could first frame a government for a united India. After a long interim, 

discussion of the secession of Muslim provinces could begin. Gandhi still maintained that 

matters of Indian unity should be decided after the full departure of the British. Jinnah 

was opposed to this proposal. He did not want the transfer of power to be to the Hindu-

dominated Congress, but rather wanted to ensure the realization of Pakistan with British 

aid. He argued that it was the British who provided the 'steel frame' that could govern a 

continent populated by two peoples living side by side. With the departure of the British, 

neither people should be granted control of a single 'steel frame' to govern the nation. A 

two-nation system would be, in Jinnah's opinion, the most just in the power vacuum left 

by the British. 

Interviews with the Cabinet continued for several weeks. The Cabinet met not just 

with Congress and League leaders, but also with Giani Kartar Singh, who was making a 

case for a separate homeland for Sikhs, and Ambedkar, who spoke on behalf of the 

Scheduled Castes Federation, an organization fighting for human rights for the dalit 

community, the untouchables. The British were keen on ensuring the protection of 

minority populations in India. Ambedkar maintained that a constituent assembly would 

be dominated by Caste Hindus, and the Scheduled Castes would be an out-voted 

minority. He requested protection from the British government, demanding that before 

the transfer of power, they ensure that basic human rights for the Scheduled Castes would 

be included in the new constitution and a separate electorate for dalit representatives. 

Many Indian activist groups were against the creation of Pakistan, and called for the 

immediate formation of an interim government. Sir Tej Bahadur cautioned the Cabinet 

36 Menon, Transfer of Power, 240.
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Mission to make the most liberal offer possible to the Muslims, just short of the division 

of India. He stated objection to the creation of two constitution-making bodies, but 

suggested instead an equality of Muslims and Caste Hindus in the central government37. 

By mid-April 1946, the Cabinet Mission was formulating a compromise to meet 

the demands of both the Congress and the League. The Mission's members had come to 

the conclusion that they could not meet Jinnah's full demands. They could not grant him 

the full territory he was seeking, nor the full measure of sovereignty that he claimed as 

essential. The Cabinet had two propositions: a small Pakistan with sovereign rights and a 

treaty relationship with Hindustan, or a larger Pakistan that would function together with 

Hindustan as equals in an All-India Union, formed for the purposes of defense and 

foreign affairs38. The British Secretary of State emphasized that the Union scheme would 

function on the basis of equality between the two component parts, unlike a center 

government with a Hindu majority. Jinnah rejected the latter scheme, and insisted that the 

principle of Pakistan had to be conceded before he would discuss territory. Nehru 

informed Cripps that the proposal for the all-India Union would also be unacceptable to 

the Congress. 

The Cabinet invited representatives of the League and the Congress to meet with 

them in Simla to renew negotiations on May 5, 1946. Yet the gulf between the two parties 

only continued to widen over the follow days' talks. Jinnah was absolutely steadfast in 

accepting nothing short of the Pakistan he had envisioned, and Congress was strong in its 

insistence on a central government. Although both parties had modified their original 

proposals to meet the demands of the other, it was insufficient to bridge the gap between 

them. The Conference concluded in a stalemate on May 12. The Cabinet delegation 
37 Menon, Transfer of Power, 247.
38 Ibid, 249.
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reported that it had considered the partition of India, but there were weighty concerns 

against such a decision, including administrative, economic, and military matters which 

would lead to the creation of a weak and vulnerable Pakistan. The delegation thus could 

not recommended the transfer of power to two separate nations, but they were aware of 

the apprehension felt by Muslims in the face of a Hindu-dominated India. They 

recommended that the establishment of an interim government, and the election of 

representatives begin right away, so that Indian leaders themselves could formulate a 

solution to this conflict.

On July 6, 1946, the All-India Congress Committee and the Working Committee 

ratified the Cabinet Mission's plan. At that same session, Nehru took over the Congress 

presidency from Azad. Both the Congress and the League agreed to the Cabinet Mission's 

long-term goals of an independent India following a caretaker government and the 

drafting of a constitution. Each party, however, agreed to these terms on different and 

conflicting conditions. After two months of deliberation, elections were held for the 

formation of a Constituent Assembly. On September 2, 1946, the Interim Government 

was formed. Members were drawn from the newly elected constituent assembly, with the 

INC winning a majority of seats. The Congress resolved to see the drafting of a 

constitution, and to continue the work of government building. Although the issue of 

minority rights was still unresolved, Congress leadership felt that it was important to first 

get Britain out of India. 

On the night of the broadcast announcing the formation of the Interim 

Government, one of the members of the new government, Sir Shafaat Ahmad Khan, was 

assassinated. There were communal riots in Bombay and Ahmedabad. There was a 

feeling of apprehension across the country, as tensions between Hindus and Muslims 
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rose. Gandhi said, “We are not yet in the midst of a civil war but we are nearing it”. Even 

the British were torn as to how to handle the mounting tensions as India neared 

independence39. The Secretary of State was inclined to give the new Congress 

Government time to adjust to the new responsibilities of the office, with the hope that it 

would adjust its views of the demands of the Muslim League. The Viceroy felt the issue 

needed to be dealt with immediately. After great debate and discussion between the 

Viceroy, Nehru, and Jinnah, the League finally consented to joining the Interim 

Government. Now the work of constitution writing could begin. 

At this point, as India began her transition towards independence, it is important 

to note the influence of some of her leaders. Although Gandhi held no formal political 

position, he was frequently consulted by both British and Indian parties for his opinions 

on all matters. He was cherished by Indians across the subcontinent, and acted as both a 

spiritual and political leader to bring rural Indians out of the darkness of poverty. He 

celebrated Indian folk culture, when for decades it had been Western ideals alone that 

would allow Indians to succeed in this foreign administration. All the most educated 

Indians were Western trained, and intellectual thought was based not on traditional Indian 

values, but on foreign ones. His voice carried as much weight as that of Nehru or Cripps 

in political circles. As time went on he became increasingly more radical, becoming a 

polarizing figure both within the INC and in political matters at large. Jinnah followed a 

similar path towards radicalism. Both reactions were the result of frustration with the 

slow, plodding nature of India's path towards independence against a reluctant foreign 

power. Over time, they dug their heels deep to fight for their personal causes. 

It was Nehru who would later be called the father of modern India. It was his 

39 See appendix for maps of Hindu, Muslim, and Sikh demographic distributions.
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policies that would ultimately give shape to the world's largest democracy. For Nehru was 

not only a leading  light of the nationalist struggle, but he became the first Prime Minister 

of independent India, guiding the destiny  of this country for a little less than two 

decades40. Historians refer to this period in Indian history as the Nehru Years. At the 

dawn of a new democracy, there were many visions of her future. With the drafting of a 

constitution came great discussion centered around rural villagers, urban 

industrialization, the shape of a national character, and the roles of minorities in this new 

order.

Visions for a Free India

Nehru, when looking at Europe and Britain particularly, saw that modern states 

had been made strong by their national unity. Each European nation had a powerful sense 

of self-identity, built upon a shared history and culture that defined their respective 

regions for hundreds of years. It was Britain's unity of thought, as disseminated and 

upheld through all her imperial agents, that allowed such a far-off nation to take hold of 

and control a vast subcontinent such as India. Nehru believed that to create a powerful 

state, one needed a national identity and an over-arching philosophy that all members of 

that nation could support. This gives a nation coherence and direction. Nehru also 

believed that a parliamentary democracy required secularism and non-alignment, with an 

emphasis on industrialization and scientific progress41. His plan for India was three-fold: 

develop a national identity, install a parliamentary democracy, and fully industrialize. 

These three facets of government are deeply intertwined, each collaborating with the 

other. 

Gandhi's vision of a free India centered on the village as the fundamental source 
40 Das, S. The Nehru Years in Indian Politics. South Asian Studies (2001), 5-7.
41 Parekh, B. Nehru and the National Philosophy of India. Economic and Political Weekly. (1991),  35-48.
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of power and structure. He envisioned a confederation of self-governing villages, instead 

of Nehru's extensive, centralized nation-state. Gandhi rejected these Western-educated 

ideals, and instead argued that the most stable society was one in which village 

communities were self-reliant, their peoples self-employed, and maximum economic and 

political power remained in the hands of local villages. According to the principle of 

swadeshi, whatever is produced in the village should be used first and foremost by the 

members of the village itself. Trading between villages should be minimal, allowing each 

village to sustain itself without a large network of economic interdependence. This is 

exactly counter to Nehru's vision of a fully economically-integrated and industrialized 

nation-state. Gandhi, like Nehru, believed in a unified national identity. He would not 

give credence to discussions of partition, separate electorates, or any other system which 

would fragment the Indian subcontinent. Gandhi felt it was not for the British to decide 

matters of Indian unification, and insisted that these conflicts be left to an independent 

India to discuss. 

On National Identity

Nehru felt that this national identity was of a pinnacle importance for a new 

nation like India, one with a history of factions and communalism, with a variety of 

languages and competing ethnic groups, all with different demands and ideologies. India 

had spent so much of her history under foreign rulers because of this fragmentation. A 

lack of central authority, and more importantly a lack of unifying thought, had left the 

Indian subcontinent vulnerable to foreign invasion. At this cusp in history, Nehru 

believed that protecting India from future threats meant creating a strong, centralizing 

government that would hold India's peoples together. He also felt that the Indian peoples 

would be deeply suspicious of a central government, with some regions still hoping for 
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political autonomy. Industrialization was the key to forging bonds of economic 

interdependence between these diverse regions, and with proper planning, no province 

would be left out of the fruits of economic growth42. Nehru's technocratic vision for India 

centered on secularism and rationality, with no place for India's diverse cultures, ethnic 

groups, or languages. To introduce these into the central government would create 

marginalization, and lines of division that could ultimately destroy the structure from the 

inside out.

Unlike Gandhi, Nehru was disinterested in culture as a basis for national identity, 

and lacked Gandhi's high regard for folk culture. Additionally, Nehru felt that traditional 

culture was incompatible with the modern world and industrialization. According to his 

critics, Nehru's vision for a new India lacked historical and cultural depth, alien in its 

ambition for the future. Because Nehru ignored the importance of culture in developing a 

unified state, he failed to recognize primary education as a key tool for integrating 

citizens and teaching a shared civic culture. Nehru turned his focus to higher education, 

instead of primary education, to produce intellectual elites instead of 'trained 

manpower43'. India's primary and secondary school systems remained patchwork, with no 

over-arching regulation or coordination. Unlike in Europe, where children received the 

same education, thus developing a sense of commonality among citizens, India's children 

grew up neither Indian nor western, caught in a strange limbo of cultures without any 

commonality to their own roots or each other. 

On the Village and Industrialization

Gandhi and Nehru approached India's problems of poverty from very different 

stand points. Gandhi firmly believed that poverty should be addressed at the local level, 
42 Parekh, Nehru and the National Philosophy of India, 35-48.
43 Ibid, 45.
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and all villages should aspire to be self-sufficient, with little economic interdependence 

between locales. Though Nehru agreed that small-scale industries at the village level 

could ease poverty and unemployment, he saw this as a temporary step towards a fully 

industrialized nation. Once fully modernized, poverty could be properly eradicated on a 

large scale. Nehru wanted to integrate the entire subcontinent into a single working 

economy, quite contrary to Gandhi's vision. Nehru feared that if India could not keep 

pace with the rest of the modern world, she would continue to be vulnerable to foreign 

rule. Thus, securing India's independence meant pushing rapid industrialization. 

How does this technocratic vision of India fit with India's deep village culture? 

Beginning in the British colonial rule, India was constructed as a land of 'village 

republics'. In the Indian case, the village became the primary social unit of the entire 

subcontinent. Since power in India was historically held in autonomous republics, it was 

a simple matter for them to be ruled by foreign powers. The status of the village 

contributed heavily to the decentralization of administration that made India vulnerable to 

outsiders. Much of India's culture and social hierarchy was dependent on the village 

structure, making it an integral part of the commonality of Indians. Leaders of the 

nationalist movement invoked the image of the village in many different contexts. The 

village remained a core category through which most of them conceptualized the 

'traditional' Indian social life44. Even though the village was a celebrated symbol, men 

like Nehru also knew that the current state of affairs were marked by scarcity and famine, 

and he held the personal view that village life was backwards and needed improvement. 

Unlocking the village and mobilizing the masses would be the only way to ensure the 

development of a national identity.
44 Jodhka, S. Nation and Village: Images of Rural India in Gandhi, Nehru and Ambedkar. Economic and 

Political Weekly (2002), 3343-3353.
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Gandhi's model is one of absolute economic stability. Swadeshi avoids economic 

dependence because it leaves villages vulnerable to food insecurity and famine, causes 

the degeneration of the environment, and had brought nothing but poverty to India's rural 

peoples. Nehru feared this type of political decentralization, because historically it had 

led to the subjugation of India at the hands of foreign rulers. Nehru, who was 

disconnected from rural India, did not place the same value on the village that Gandhi 

did. Although Gandhi and Nehru shared a similar Western education, Gandhi began to 

focus on the village as his primary political symbol beginning in his time in South Africa. 

Early in his career, he used the Indian village and caste structure to define the parallels 

between Indian and Western development. Early in his career, Gandhi argued that the 

Indian village structure was compatible with western ideas of democracy, having shared 

many similarities to the development of democracy out of the feudal system in Europe45. 

When Gandhi returned to India, his ideologies on India and the village changed as 

he became more invested in the independence of India. While the villages represented the 

essence of India, he viewed the urban cities as symbols of British dominion. Unlike 

Nehru, who viewed modernizing as a powerful tool for overcoming foreign rule, Gandhi 

saw industrialization as a blight that plagued the subcontinent. He strongly spoke out 

against the degradation that came with urbanization: 

Our country was never so unhappy and miserable as it is at 
present. In the cities people may be getting big profits and 
good wages, but all that has become possible by sucking the 
blood of villagers46.

These industrializing cities represented alien rule and moral corruption. And 

modernization came with a heavy environmental cost. Throughout India's colonial 

45 Jodhka, Nation and Village, 3345.
46 Gandhi, 369.
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experience, her land was exploited by foreign powers. Soil quality degraded, factories 

pumped chemical pollutants into the water supply, and air quality worsened. It is little 

wonder why Gandhi viewed these Western-built cities as a blight on the natural 

landscape. He felt that this new modernizing technology should be rejected, so that 

villages could return to a sustainable existence with the land; to act as stewards of natural 

resources which would in turn benefit the stability and prosperity of the village.

On Minority Groups

Muslims were not the only minority group to be concerned with their future in 

this new democracy. Sikhs and the Scheduled Castes were also notable in the discussion 

of rights, territory, and representation. The case of the dalit is of particular interest, 

because they represent a section of Hindu society that would have benefited from further 

colonial rule rather than rule by Hindu Indians. Although Nehru and Gandhi were some 

of the most visible Indian leaders, they were not the only active political figures of the 

time. Ambedkar was born an untouchable, a member of the lowest caste in India. His life 

was dedicated to a fight against the caste system, and the social marginalization of the 

dalit, the untouchables. The dalit toiled at the bottom of the Hindu caste system47, 

excluded from the worship of the Hindu gods, as the untouchables were “unclean” from 

birth. They were not allowed to draw water from community wells, they inhabit the most 

impoverished sections of city and village alike, and from birth are forced into “dirty” 

professions such as the removal of dead cattle and waste. According to Hindu scripture, 

the dalit are the only members of society to not be born from the body of the Creator. 

Instead, like animals they are born outside the divine being. Ambedkar overcame the 

system, and became one of the first untouchables to receive a college education. Like 

47 Ghose, S. The Dalit in India. Social Research: An International Quarterly (2003).
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both Gandhi and Nehru, he was educated in law and political sciences. In 1927, he 

spearheaded the active movement against the treatment of untouchables. Throughout the 

discussion for Indian independence, his attack against Hindu traditionalists (those who 

wanted to uphold the caste system) brought him into conflict with Gandhi himself, the 

revered nationalist.

Ambedkar was deeply involved in the formation of this new democracy, acting as 

the Chairman of the Drafting Committee for the writing of the constitution. Much like 

Jinnah, Ambedkar sought to carve out a niche for his peoples in this great upheaval. And 

like Jinnah, Ambedkar reached points of conflict with the Hindu leader Gandhi in his 

struggle for greater rights. In 1932, Britain offered a separate electorate for the 

untouchables as part of a larger reform for more political autonomy for India, and 

Ambedkar was elected to represent the untouchables. However, the INC opposed any and 

all separate electorates mainly out of concern for growing Muslim dissension. This 

ultimately meant that the oppressed untouchables would be represented by the very 

people responsible for their oppression. Gandhi pressured Ambedkar to reject the special 

electorate, and reluctantly he did so. In Gandhi's fight for an unbroken and unified India, 

and in his struggles against Jinnah's Partition, he could make no allowances for the 

untouchables without damaging his position against the Muslim separatists. The INC 

offered Ambedkar a concession known as the Poona Pact, which outlined additional seats 

reserved for untouchable candidates, but the entire electorate would vote on those 

candidates.  

In 1936, Ambedkar founded the Independent Labor Party as a reaction against the 

INC and Gandhi's leadership. His party was in support of the British government during 

WWII. Ambedkar saw in the British an opportunity to break the caste system against a 
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Hindu-dominated congress that was attempting to secure power over India, and if 

successful would continue to perpetuate the cycle of oppression for his people. The 

meeting of the Constituent Assembly would bring these minority rights concerns to light 

in an open discussion of the future of India. Ambedkar himself would later become a key 

drafter of the Indian constitution. An untouchable holding such a prestigious 

administrative position served as a step towards greater rights and representation for 

minority populations of the republic of India.

The Constituent Assembly

The Constituent Assembly met for the first time on December 9, 1946. It had a 

total of 296 members, made up of 155 high caste representatives, 80 Muslim, 30 

Scheduled Castes, 5 Tribals, 5 Sikhs, 5 Indian Christians, 3 Anglo Indians, and 3 Parsis. 

In the 1945-46 elections, both at the national and at the provincial level, Congress had 

won most of the seats in the Hindu majority areas and the Muslim League in the Muslim 

majority areas. The League had not, however, been able to gain a majority in the Punjab. 

As the richest Muslim majority province—both in natural resources and ample trade— 

Jinnah wanted to secure the entire territory as part of the plan for Pakistan48. Yet it was 

also home to the Sikh homeland, and certain districts of the Punjab had a Hindu majority, 

despite the province's overall Muslim majority. Although Jinnah had agreed that the 

Muslim League would participate in the Constituent Assembly, he did so under the 

condition that the possibility of Pakistan become a reality. Neither British nor Congress 

leaders were willing to make such provisions before the formal drafting of a constitution, 

after which individual provinces could elect to participate in this new democracy. In 

reaction to the continued refusal to grant the partition of Pakistan, Jinnah called upon 

48 Behuria, R. K. Indian Constituent Assembly: An Evaluation . (Orissa Review: 2001), 42-45.
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Muslim League representatives to boycott the first session of the Constituent Assembly. 

He organized Direct Action Day on August 16, 1946 to be held in Calcutta. He called 

upon Muslims and other minority groups to stand against Hindu domination.  

The Direct Action Day was not a peaceful meeting of peoples. It was one of many 

violent outbursts that would come to characterize the transition to Indian independence. 

Tensions between the two largest religions and political parties in India were coming to a 

head. Rioting in the streets of Calcutta turned into a massacre of thousands of Hindus and 

Muslims alike. Administrative buildings were attacked, police forces were assaulted by 

civilians, and chaos raged throughout the city. The scale and scope of the violence and 

brutality of these killings was unprecedented in India's history of communal violence. 

Congress squarely blamed the Muslim League for the transgression of these events. The 

Muslim League reported that the Congress and Hindus used Direct Action Day as an 

opportunity to 'teach Muslims in Calcutta a lesson, and kill them in great numbers'. These 

riots would lay the foundation for the partition of Bengal into a Hindu-dominated 

Western Bengal and a Muslim-dominated Eastern Bengal, which would become 

Bangladesh post-Partition49. Violence between Hindu and Muslim civilians would 

continue in regions of high Muslim majorities, as local populations struggled to ensure 

their peoples would be in power when the transition finally happened.

The dreadful night in Calcutta turned into a three day massacre, a free killing field 

for Hindus and Muslims. Four thousand were killed, sixteen thousand wounded. The 

violence in Calcutta spread to the neighboring province Bihar, which had a Muslim 

minority population. Ten thousand Muslims were killed across the remote rural villages 

by their Hindu neighbors in reaction to the killings in Calcutta. Reactionary riots would 
49 Markovits, Claude. Case Study: The Calcutta Riots of 1946. Center for National Resource Studies. 

(2007). 
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continue to multiply. By September, both Bengal and Bombay were aflame. In Bombay, 

over a thousand had already been injured in incidences of stabbing and stone throwing. In 

eastern Bengal, administrative infrastructure had broken down by mid-October and gangs 

roamed the countryside. There were reports of rapes and forced conversions, mass 

slaughter and arson50. These outbreaks of violence would ultimately be reflected in the 

political stalemate that prevented any sort of agreement between the Muslim League and 

the Congress.

Much of this tension finds roots in the indefinite state of Indian politics at this 

time. There was no set date for the transition of power. The topic of partition was still 

being hotly debated, with no end in sight. The stalemate between the League, Congress, 

and British officials affected an entire nation holding its collective breath for 

independence. On January 22nd, 1947, the Constituent Assembly passed the Objectives 

Resolution that would lay the foundations of the Indian constitution. This resolution first 

declared India's intention of forming a sovereign republic. The territories that made up 

British India, the princely States, and any other territory willing to join would elect to 

participate in the union of independent India, and those territories would retain 

autonomous rights save those vested in the Union. The resolution promised equality of 

status to all people of India, with safeguards for minorities and the promotion of peace51. 

This would be the ideological framework of the Constitution, yet the conditions between 

parties would only continue to deteriorate as violence took hold of the Indian 

subcontinent. 

In December 1946, Rear-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten was offered the last 

viceroyalty of India. Cripps, a man who was well-versed on Indian culture and affairs, 
50 Wolpert, Shameful Flight, 123.
51 Behuria, Indian Constituent Assembly, 42-45.
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had failed twice in his diplomatic missions. His replacement would not share Cripps' 

genuine love of Indian culture, but Mountbatten was well-liked among British political 

circles, and could push policy in a way that Cripps' had been unable to do. Mountbatten 

accepted the position, and it would become his task to ensure the peaceful transfer of 

power in the last stages of India's road toward independence. On February 20, 1947, the 

British government announced in London that all powers would be handed over to one 

central Indian government or to multiple provincial governments no later than June of 

1948. Some British leaders balked at this early date, warning that hurrying the process of 

transition would only end in disaster for the fledging states left behind, especially when it 

still remained unknown how power would be divided. Churchill, a bitter opponent of the 

INC, on March 4, 1946 proclaimed, “The Government by their 14 months' time limit, 

have put an end to all prospect of Indian unity. How can one suppose that the thousand 

year gulf between Muslim and Hindu will be bridged in 14 months? It is astounding”52. 

Despite these warnings, Attlee and Mountbatten pressed forward with Indian 

independence.

Mountbatten independently met with Nehru, Jinnah, Gandhi, and other Indian 

leaders to discuss the balance of power in this upcoming transition. His first meeting with 

Nehru would ultimately color his opinion against Jinnah and the other League leaders. 

While Nehru graciously invited Mountbatten to serve as governor-general in an 

independent India, Jinnah refused Mountbatten's repeated offers for taking the position in 

Pakistan. Mountbatten emphasized that time was of the utmost importance to all he spoke 

to, believing that only a swift closure to this conflict would end needless bloodshed. With 

the appointment of Mountbatten as viceroy, and the sudden short time frame imposed on 

52 Wolpert, Shameful Flight, 132.
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Indian independence, the road to partition was virtually guaranteed. Churchill was correct 

in his assessment that fourteen months of time was not enough to bridge the gap between 

the Hindu and Muslim parties, and instead would only serve to further alienate them from 

one another. In early May, Mountbatten sent his representative, Ismay, to brief the cabinet 

in London on the state of deterioration in India. Ismay explained that Mountbatten's 

proposals were “designed to place the responsibility for dividing India conspicuously on 

the Indians themselves,” and to make Indian leaders “admit openly that there was no 

possibility of securing agreement on a unified India”53. Mountbatten had already given up 

hope of a unified Indian nation, and was already setting events in motion that would 

ensure the partition of India. 

By late May, there were fires in the streets of Lahore, a city in the Punjab. 

Muslims determined to drive out Hindus and Sikhs set fire to the streets of Old Lahore, 

and weary police forces were unable to maintain order. Parts of the city were reduced to 

ashes. Around 3,600 Punjabis were officially reported to have died violently in Lahore 

and Rawalpindi by the end of May54. Mountbatten's new plan involved the partition of 

both the Punjab in the west, and Bengal in the east. These provinces were to be divided, 

an action which both Cripps, Jinnah, Gandhi and Nehru all argued would destroy both 

provinces economically and culturally. Jinnah wrote to Mountbatten that the partition of 

those provinces “cannot be justified historically, geographically, politically, or 

morally...For it will be sowing the seeds of future serious trouble and the results will be 

disastrous for the life of these two provinces”.55 Mountbatten continued to insist that only 

swift action would solve this growing crisis, and that the sooner the transfer of power 

53 India Committee of Cabinet, 5 May 1946.
54 Wolpert, Shameful Flight, 149.
55 Jinnah's Muslim League Note against Partitioning Bengal and Punjab, 17 May 1946.
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happened the better it would be for both Britain and India. He asked Nehru and Jinnah to 

accept his plan, “in a peaceful spirit and to make it work without bloodshed.” Although 

both leaders feared it would lead to disaster, the Partition Plan was accepted on June 3, 

1946. The fate of independent India was sealed.

The Great Partition

The boundaries of the partition, the division of infrastructure, and the impact on 

local communities all required extensive discussion and planning. Although the 

resolution for partition was already accepted, the machinery of partition was still unclear 

and unplanned. Mountbatten had not realized that the proposed partition of the Punjab 

would separate the Sikh population into two equal halves, which would affect millions of 

people. He commented, “I have spent a great deal of time seeing whether there was any 

solution which would keep the Sikh community more together. I am not a miracle worker 

and I have not found that solution56.” This indifference characterizes Mountbatten's 

policies in India. With the acceptance of the partition plan, he announced that the date of 

the transfer of power would be moved up from June 1948 to August of 1947. Initially 

given fourteen months to establish the first democracy in this subcontinent, Indian 

leaders were rushed into agreeing to a division of their lands and peoples. Now that 

sparse time line was shortened even further. The entire machinery of partition would 

have to be established in under three months. The difficulties of the problems facing 

partition involved all sectors: economic, political, and social. And complications arose at 

the community, provincial, and global scales. It is little wonder why partition would 

result in violence and resentment between these two new dominion states, when there 

was such insufficient time and support to ensure a peaceful transfer of power. The first 

56 Wolpert, Shameful Flight, 154.
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for the Indian defense forces, and was also the Sikh homeland. There was Bengal in the 

east, another Muslim-dominated province that was geographically removed from the 

Punjab in the north. Jinnah's proposal for Pakistan involved a state that was 

geographically split between territories to the north and south of India, and he demanded 

a 'corridor' through India which would connect the two. And the princely state of 

Kashmir would prove to be a point of contention, because it had a Muslim-majority 

population and the Muslim League felt it rightfully belonged in Pakistan, but the 

province wished to join India rather than the new Muslim state. Kashmir would become a 

bloody battleground in post-partition violence. The difficulty of partitioning these 

provinces comes with the geography of their Muslim and non-Muslim populations. Both 

Bengal and the Punjab could be separated into east and west, with western Bengal 

containing a majority non-Muslim population, and eastern Bengal containing a majority 

Muslim population (the reverse is true for the Punjab). But within each district 

communities of Muslims and non-Muslims were not evenly distributed, and the 

composition of urban areas did not necessarily match the composition of the surrounding 

district. Ultimately, partitioning of  these regions would not alleviate minority fears but 

would rather exacerbate communal tensions by isolating communities on the wrong side 

of a border. 

Delhi and Karachi would become the new capitals of two separate nations, Delhi 

belonging to India and Karachi to Pakistan. Before Partition, Delhi had a Muslim 

minority population of 33.22 percent, while Karachi had a Hindu minority population of 

47.6 percent57. Delhi had once been described as an Indo-Islamic city and was once the 

historical home of the Mughal rulers, before the arrival of the British. It was an important 
57 Zamindar, Vazira. The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South Asia: Refugees, Boundaries,  

Histories. (University Press, 2007), 5.
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city, a center of trade and culture. Karachi was much smaller than Delhi, a port city with 

important trade routes to Bombay and the Malabar coast. It was also the center of the 

region's Sufi traditions. With the advent of Partition, there was a massive movement of 

people from these urban centers. The minority populations in each region did not want to 

get trapped on the wrong side of this new religious border. By the 1951 census, almost 

the entire Hindu population of Karachi had left the city, and the Muslim population as a 

whole had tripled as refugees from northern India poured into the new Muslim capital. 

There was a complete demographic shift that unsettled entire communities as these two 

nations began to take shape. The scale of upheaval is difficult to fully impart. Twelve 

million people in the Punjab alone were displaced from their homes. Twenty million 

people in the subcontinent as a whole were suddenly refugees. Partition caused one of the 

largest displacements of people in the twentieth century, comparable in scale only to the 

after effects of World War II58. In both capitals, those who left their homes during the 

upheaval of the Partition would be unable to return to their homes after the initial crisis. 

They could never again return to their original communities, because soon their homes 

were occupied by other refugees pouring into the city. In India, Muslim refugees were 

treated as “evacuees” of Pakistan, while Hindus and Sikhs were “displaced persons”. The 

departure of Muslim evacuees opened up homes which Hindu displaced persons could 

occupy and be rehabilitated. In Pakistan, the exact opposite was the case. In both nations, 

the departure of “evacuees” would be used as a measure of how many “displaced 

persons” could be accommodated by the state. Refugee and evacuee laws on both sides 

of the border meant that many legal citizens were disposed of their homes, creating 

internal institutional displacement and dispossession in both India and Pakistan, leaving 

58 Zamindar, The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South Asia, 8-10.
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millions without homes, without work, and at the mercy of these fledgling states. 

The transfer of populations in the weeks before and after Mountbatten's set date 

for partition was by no means a peaceful event. The Punjab, which would be most greatly 

affected by Partition, was torn with genocide. The British, under Mountbatten's guidance, 

were no longer using their police force to intervene in communal conflicts. The city of 

Lahore saw some of the worst violence. Pre-Partition, Muslims made up 60 percent of 

the population, while Hindus and Sikhs together formed the remaining 40 percent. 

Hindus and Sikhs, however, owned an overwhelming majority of property in the city59. It 

was an important city in north-western India, having been a provincial capital under the 

Mughals, the capital of the Sikh kingdom and again the provincial capital of Punjab 

under the British. Lahore had great significance to Muslims, Sikhs, and Hindus alike and 

its future in the Partition was a topic of contention, as both India and Pakistan made 

claims to it. When it was announced that Lahore would ultimately belong in Pakistan, 

communal tensions that had been mounting in the city suddenly ignited. Amritsar was 

Lahore's sister city, a nearby neighbor that was now separated from Lahore by Partition. 

As two cities close to the border, they would struggle with violence and the migration of 

millions of people. Gangs roamed the cities, and Punjab Governor Sir Evan Jenkins 

described the outbreak of violence as a “communal war for succession.” Unlike earlier 

communal conflicts, the damage seen in Lahore and Amritsar was motivated by the 

desire to economically ruin what were now “rival” communities. In Lahore, Hindu and 

Sikh owned homes and businesses were razed, and the fires of arson burned for weeks 

without a police force to bring in order. Nehru described the devastation in Amritsar to 

59 Ahmed (2004), 5-10.
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that of an earthquake, as half the great city had been left in ruins60. In both cities, 

minority populations were sought out and killed by gangs, unleashing waves of 

reactionary bloodshed. An entire train full of refugees headed to Lahore were horrifically 

slaughtered. Mountbatten described the casualties as “alarmingly high.” 

The rapid displacement of peoples that followed Partition had vast economic, 

social, and political ramifications. Large refugee populations had to be cared for and 

rehabilitated. Infrastructure in many affected cities had to be entirely rebuilt. In Amritsar,

the weeks after partition were marked by frequent failures of electricity and water supply. 

The city was plunged into darkness for a week in September 1947. A year later, continued 

problems with the water supply led to an acute water shortage in September 1948. Like 

many other north Indian cities, Amritsar experienced a cholera epidemic in the weeks 

immediately following independence after administrative systems collapsed and public 

sanitation efforts had ceased61. This was the condition of many north Indian cities 

following independence. With British administers now suddenly gone, and British police 

forces fully withdrawn, it was left to the new Indian republic to repair the damages left 

by the events of Partition.

Of all the rebuilding that needed to take place after Partition, food was one of the 

most pressing issues to be rectified. Migratory flows of people had a large impact on 

those employed in agriculture, especially in the Indian Punjab, the most productive grain 

province in India. Peasants engaged in agriculture dropped by almost six percent62, as 

those leaving the Indian Punjab vacated less land than those who left Pakistani

60 Talbot, Ian.  A Tale of Two Cities: The Aftermath of Partition for Lahore and Amritsar, 1947-1957.  
Modern Asian Studies. (2007), 151-185

61 Talbot, A Tale of Two Cities, 151-165.
62 Bharadwaj, P., Khwaja, A., & Mian, A. The Partition of India: Demographic Consequences. (Yale 

University Press: 2008).
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 Punjab. Thus, people coming into the Indian Punjab had less opportunity to seize land 

than those leaving the Indian Punjab. One demographic study suggests that the increase 

in people engaged in non-agricultural professions could have ultimately been 

instrumental in the industrialization process that began under Nehru's leadership in the 

new Indian republic. They suggest that perhaps the lack of land for agriculturists in the 

north spurred growth in the non-agricultural sector in the rapidly modernizing cities. Yet 

one of the chronic problems India faced following independence was insufficiency of 

food. Although there was a sharp rise in grain production after independence, it was 

insufficient to meet the food requirements of India's growing population. The shortage of 

grain production in the face of an increasing population resulted in high food imports and 

a rise in the prices of grains63. High food prices served to perpetuate cycles of poverty 

and starvation in India's rural communities, and would ultimately hinder the necessary 

process of industrialization if left unchecked.

To heal the deep wounds of Partition, India would have to undertake difficult 

projects in both the agricultural and industrial sectors to bring India the glory that her 

leaders had envisioned. Jawaharlal Nehru assumed the office of the first prime minister 

of India, and it was his vision of a modernized India that would shape her first few 

decades. Of all the ambitious projects that the world's largest democracy would 

undertake, the most important was the Green Revolution, which introduced the 

technologies that would feed all of India. India's large imports of foreign grains would 

hinder her economic growth. Thus, self-sufficiency would become of vital importance 

and would bring a higher standard of living to thousands of Indians. Solving the food 

crisis in a post-independence world would demonstrate the competency of the new Indian 
63 Rena, Ravinder . Green Revolution: Indian Agricultural Experience—A Paradigm for Eritrea.  

(Munich Personal RePEc Archive, 2008).
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government by succeeding where the British Raj had failed. Modernizing India's 

agricultural sector would become one of the key priorities of this new administration.
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The Green Revolution in India: 
Coping with famine and modernization

Famine, food supply, and poverty were some of the greatest problems facing the 

newly formed Indian republic. The trauma of the Partition, its bloodshed and 

displacement of millions of people, left chaos and disrupted infrastructure in its wake. To 

recover and grow as a nation, the Indian republic, led by Nehru and the Congress, would 

have to address the questions of basic human rights for their citizens. Having Ambedkar, 

an untouchable, guide the framework of the new constitution was a step in the direction 

of greater equality in a traditionally caste-based culture. Much discourse was spent 

protecting the rights of the minority populations in India to unite those who had been torn 

apart in communal conflicts. Following Nehru's vision, the republic's first efforts went to 

establishing security for its peoples: politically, socially, and economically. The world's 

largest democracy established progressive rights for its citizens, and sought to unite the 

Indian provinces through a program of mutual industrial development and economic 

growth which would enrich the entire nation. 

As part of this vision, the republic of India had to establish food security for their 

citizens. No longer could Indians starve in the millions. While a foreign ruler allowed this 

tragedy to take place, a democratic regime would care for its vulnerable populations. A 

higher standard of living for all was established by the Indian republic. A high average 

caloric intake for the rural peasant, lower rates of malnutrition in children, and a higher 

life expectancy could all be attributed to the efforts of the new Indian government. As 

part of the course of industrialization, India's agriculture would see a radical reform in the 

decades following independence. A worldwide phenomena called the Green Revolution 

refers to the introduction of high-yield grains, modernized irrigation techniques, and 
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commercial fertilizers to the developing world starting in the 1960s. Although the Green 

Revolution in India is the focus the following chapter, the phenomena was not isolated to 

India. In fact, it began in Mexico, and spread as part of international efforts to decrease 

global hunger. Many parts of Latin America, Africa and South Asia were introduced to 

this agricultural program, but the technologies took hold in some nations better than 

others. Success in the Green Revolution required not just the seeds, but a government 

capable of developing the infrastructure that makes more productive agriculture possible. 

India is an example of a successful agrarian revolution. Unlike its sister state Pakistan, 

which from its independence struggled to develop a stable central government, India 

quickly established a strong central government capable of providing capital and credit to 

fund agricultural projects. India was able to increase yields several times over throughout 

its provinces and increased the caloric intake of its rural peoples by nearly 50 percent 

within the span of two decades.

A History of Famine

Throughout the British Raj, mass famine continued to plague the Indian 

subcontinent due to poor administration, lack of infrastructure, and out-dated agricultural 

techniques. The system of agriculture in India had been largely unchanged for over 200 

years. The majority of farmers were subsistence farmers, who produced bumper crops 

only in particularly good years. These farmers still relied on hand-tilling their fields, and 

fertilizer inputs were not commonly practiced. This also meant that much of India was 

vulnerable to famine. It was not small farmers who were most affected by famine, but 

rather the landless artisans and traders who died in the largest numbers. Subsistence 

farmers sold their extra crops in the markets in return for the goods and services of small 

businessmen and artisans. In years of drought, those farmers held onto their crops. 
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Without the economic activity of the small farmers, artisans and traders were without 

work and thus unable to purchase food. Even if a neighboring province was not 

experiencing a drought and food could be imported to the province in need, the landless 

workers of that province would ultimately starve.

The frequency and severity of famine during the British occupation of India was 

unprecedented in Indian history, suggesting that there were more factors at work than 

natural phenomena alone. The Great Bengali Famine in 1943, which claimed the lives of 

5 million people in a single year, was a human tragedy on a scale comparable only to the 

Irish Potato Famine64. The Bengali Famine began with an epidemic of helminthosporium 

disease, resulting in a short rice crop. It was the ideology of Thomas Malthus that deeply 

affected how the British responded to the crisis. His publications in the late eighteenth 

century suggested that famines occur in countries in which farming methods are 

relatively backwards, and the population had grown to the limit of food production in 

good years. That meant the surplus population would starve during years of short crop 

harvests. It was a natural cycle that was also seen in the populations of game animals that 

the British hunted for sport. Unfortunately, it discounts human capacity for trade, or the 

impact of social communities on mitigating disasters—factors that scholars today note as 

vastly important in the study of human vulnerability. Scholars following Malthus, such as 

Hardin, rejected the notion of giving aid during a famine, because it would only serve to 

perpetuate the underlying problem of insufficient food production. Thus, the British were 

disinterested in proving sufficient aid to the peasants of Bengal throughout 1943. 

More recent scholarship tends to minimize the causative role of crop failures, and 

instead focus on the preconditions in a region that make a population vulnerable to 

64 Uppal, J. N. Bengal Famine of 1943: A man-made tragedy. (Atma Ram: Delhi, 1984), 32.
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famines. These preconditions include wars and conflicts which disrupt food production 

and trade, highly skewed class structures that keep laborers and small farmers 

impoverished, and colonial relationships that bias the prices of goods produced by 

peasant farmers65. All these preconditions are met in the case of the Bengal province 

during colonial rule. It was not a lack of rice across the Indian subcontinent that resulted 

in mass famine. Indeed, it was only the province of Bengal that had a short crop the 

previous year. Trade with neighboring provinces should have  been sufficient to recover 

the losses in grain. Since most rural farmers were small scale farmers (under 5 acres 

under tillage), they had no bumper crop this year to bring to market. As subsistence 

farmers withheld their grain from the market, unlanded artisans who got their revenue 

from trading with farmers were now penniless. With the price of rice left unregulated the 

cost of rice was soon above the reach of the average citizen. It was the unlanded laborers 

who starved in the highest numbers, but the death toll across the province was still 

devastating. In historical hindsight, the most common explanation of the Bengali famine 

has been a systemic one. Famine was a symptom of the deteriorating economic 

conditions in agriculture due to the policies of a colonial government which did not 

address modernizing agriculture. Most notably, the heavy and unrelenting land taxes 

prevented small farm owners from expanding their agricultural technologies. Rather, the 

colonial tax system encouraged the continuation of severely out-dated practices over 

innovation and productivity66. The problems of scarcity have plagued India throughout 

the twentieth century, both throughout the British Raj and into the post-colonial period.

Through the Raj, the British industrialized India, introducing textile factories, 

65 Tauger, M. B. Entitlement, Shortage, and the 1943 Bengal Famine: Another Look. The Journal of Peasant 
Studies. (2001), 45–72.
66McAlpin, M. B. Dearth, Famine, and Risk: The Changing Impact of Crop Failures in Western India,  
1870-1920. The Journal of Economic History , (1979), 143-157.
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railways, and telegraph lines. And as in Europe, industrialization in India led to a 

population boom. Without equal advances in agricultural technologies to follow 

alongside urban industrialization, the pace of population growth quickly outstripped the 

production of food. The British had little incentive to modernize agricultural practices in 

India, because it was believed that famine was inherent to the Indian subcontinent. 

Therefore, problems of starvation and food distribution were not subject to colonial 

interference. As discussed earlier, British food aid during the Bengal Famine of 1943 was 

a meager pittance: 800 calories worth of grain in exchange for ten hours of hard labor. 

This was the only aid afforded those Indians devastated by famine, because it was 

thought additional aid would only serve to make the Indian peoples dependent upon the 

British government. There was no discussion of agricultural reform during the British 

Raj, as famine was as treated as a natural phenomenon. It would become the 

responsibility of the new Republic of India to begin the structural reform that would 

enable the agricultural revolution that would feed her peoples. 

Advent of the Green Revolution

Now the story of the international Green Revolution starts with an American 

scientist named Norman E. Borlaug. In the 1940s, he visited Mexico and was struck by 

the depletion of their soil and the country's dependence on imported wheat. Like many 

developing nations post-independence, Mexico and India both struggled with the 

environmental degradation they experienced throughout the colonial experience, and 

were now heavily dependent on developed nations for imported grains and food aid. India 

and Mexico both had underdeveloped irrigation infrastructure, large rural peasant 

populations, and poor soil in overused agricultural lands. Borlaug had a vision for solving 

the world hunger problem, and he began with Mexico. In 1944, 55% of Mexico's wheat 
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grain was imported. Much of Mexico's cultivated lands had been under cultivation since 

the pre-Spanaird era, resulting in fields with poor nutrient content and a lack of organic 

biomass from centuries of tilling. Like India, at the current rate of production, and the 

condition of the fields currently under cultivation, it was clear that Mexico would be 

unable to sustain itself without a large agricultural reform. A group of American 

scientists, Borlaug included, founded an international team between the Rockefeller 

Foundation and the Mexican Government, a group called the Oficina de Estudios 

Especiales (OEE). Within a few years of Borlaug's initial visit, the Mexican government 

completed a massive irrigation project to open up the northwest Yaqui valley to farming. 

The irrigation project not only brought new lands under cultivation, but was also the first 

step to addressing the degradation of the lands already under cultivation. Borlaug saw 

that the rich new fields of the Yaqui valley would be ideal for growing a winter crop of 

wheat, a grain that was in high demand in Mexico. Thus, the OEE's first initiative was to 

develop a rust-resistant variety of wheat, as Mexico had seen three consecutive epidemics 

of it during 1939-1941 that had claimed all the wheat in the valley67. A breeding program 

to develop such wheat was quickly under way.

Other similar projects to breed resistant strains of wheat required 10-12 years of 

breeding. The standard program called for a single season of cultivation per year, and 

through successive generations of wheat, a particular gene could be selected for and bred. 

The standard program also called for cultivation to occur in the same geographic location 

through successive years, often at a single laboratory site. Borlaug and the OEE could not 

wait over a decade for a rust-resistant crop, especially not when a rust epidemic had 

destroyed three consecutive years of wheat harvest. Instead, Borlaug developed the novel 

67 Borlaug, N. Sixty-two years of fighting hunger: personal recollections. (Euphytica Publishing, 2007), 12-15
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“shuttle breeding” technique. He grew  two successive plantings per year instead of only 

one—one planting during the summers in high altitudes near Mexico City in the Toluca 

Valley, and a second one planting during the winter season at sea level in the Yaqui 

Valley. This meant that a parent generation planted in the summer at high altitude was 

followed by an offspring generation planted in winter at sea level. The hybrids produced 

in one location were immediately taken to the next location the following season, 

allowing for rapid selection of traits of interest.

Although the shuttle breeding broke many of the tenets of traditional breeding 

programs—planting during both seasons and in two vastly different environments—it had 

remarkable success. First, they were able to advance the generations twice as fast, cutting 

the breeding time from ten years down to five. An unintended result of the process proved 

to be even more important. The population was shuttled back and forth over ten degrees 

of latitude and over eight thousand feet of altitude from Yaqui to Toluca. This meant that 

they were exposed to different diseases, different soils, different climates and different 

day-lengths. The winter season in Yaqui had shortened days, and the summer season at 

Toluca had longer days. Successive generations of wheat were planted in vastly different 

environments. The result was much more than simply speeding up the breeding process. 

The plants that survived and performed well at both locations were now well adapted to a 

wide range of conditions68. Not only did this provide the crop with a robustness that 

would allow it to be cultivated in various conditions across the globe, with a resistance to 

more diseases than rust alone, but this new crop of wheat was also photoperiod 

insensitive. Photoperiod sensitivity is an organism's response to the length of the day. 

Throughout the animal and plant kingdoms, photoperiod sensitivity regulates flowering 
68 Hesser, L. The Man Who Saved the World: Norman Borlaug and His Battle to End World Hunger.  
(Durban House Press,  2006).
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and breeding seasons, times of hibernation, and more. Borlaug said,  “Through the use of 

this technique, we developed high-yielding, day-length-insensitive varieties with a wide 

range of ecologic adoption and a broad spectrum of disease resistance—a new 

combination of uniquely valuable characters in wheat varieties”69. The photoperiod 

insensitivity meant that the crop could be planted under a huge range of environmental 

conditions, making it highly adaptable. The development of this new successful high-

yield wheat strain would soon revolutionize agriculture throughout the world. 

In Mexico the introduction of HYV wheat combined with an ambitious program 

of soil fertilization to reintroduce nitrogen and phosphorus to many wheat-growing areas, 

allowed Mexico to become self-sufficient within fifteen years of its introduction70. By the 

early 1960s, HYV wheat seeds were starting to be distributed across the globe. The seeds 

were sent to both governments around the world seeking better agricultural technologies, 

as well as research facilities seeking to continue developing regional strains of HYV 

wheat71. Wheat was not the only food staple in demand though, and South Asia was 

experiencing their own cereal crisis. With the successful development of HYV wheat, 

attention was turned to other applications of Borlaug's groundbreaking techniques. As 

wheat began to see distribution in the early 1960s,  new research facilities were being 

built in South Asia to develop HYV strains of other important staple crops, most 

importantly of rice.

A Revolution in South Asia

In the early 1960s, South Asia was seeing a crisis in cereal production. From the 

69 Borlaug, N. Feeding a World of 10 Billion People: The Miracle Ahead. (International Center for Soil 
Fertility and Agricultural Development, 2003).
70 Borlaug, Feeding a World of 10 Billion People, 24-25.
71 Dalrynple, D. G. The Development and Adoption of High-Yielding Varieties of Wheat and Rice in  
Developing Countries. Agricultural History (1979), 704-726.
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end of WWII through the early 1960s, India had been fulfilling her needs for grains 

through foreign imports. Like Mexico, India was importing more than half of its cereal 

grains. As a developing nation this created a strong dependency on foreign  powers, 

namely those India had fought for independence. And the food crises only continued to 

worsen. Through 1964 and 1965, India received five million tons of emergency wheat 

grain aid each year from the United States under the US government’s Food for Peace 

program. India also received aid from Canada, Australia and the U.N. Collectively, it was 

the largest food rescue operation in history72. Yet the continued foreign aid not only 

damaged India's development as an independent nation, it was insufficient to solve India's 

problems of hunger. There was no alternative: India had to find a way to feed her peoples.

In 1960, the Ford and Rockefeller foundations established the International Rice 

Research Center (IRRI) in the Philippines. A massive effort was underway to utilize 

Borlaug's successes in wheat and apply the same principals to rice cultivation. The 

traditional tropical varieties of rice grown on the subcontinent have tall slender stalks 

which make them susceptible to lodging when farmers tried to apply modern fertilizers. 

Lodging is when tall, slender plants tip over, with their seed-laden heads falling to the 

ground. Plants that lodge will rot in the water of the rice paddy, or the grain would get 

eaten by rats. This makes traditional rice strains incompatible with more modern 

agricultural technologies. Nitrogen fertilizers and pesticides are applied with machines 

which cause traditional strains to lodge73. So researchers sought to develop a semi-

dwarfed strain that would be short enough to allow for intensive fertilization, and tall 

enough to still support high yields in tropical conditions. The research team at IRRI 

toured South Asia, the U.S. and Japan beginning in 1960 to collect rice strains which 
72 Hesser,  The Man Who Saved the World.
73 Hargrove, T and Coffman, R. Breeding History. Rice Today (2006), 34- 38.



74

might yield the ideal rice strain for modern agriculture. They imported seeds for over 

10,000 varieties of rice from around the world. As with the research done with wheat, the 

race to develop HYV rice strains was an international effort. After collection, the research 

team made 38 initial crosses in late 1962, and borrowed the shuttle breeding program 

from the Mexican program74—rice would be grown in one region during the winter 

months and then in another region during the summer, effectively cutting in half the time 

it took to develop new varieties. 

The same year as the largest food rescue operation in history HYV seeds were 

introduced to India. In 1965, the OEC in Mexico sent 200 tons of seed from the two best 

semi-dwarf high yield varieties developed there. That same year, the highest-yielding 

wheat fields even seen in the Indian subcontinent were produced. The HYV seeds were 

so successful that the following year, Indian agricultural minister C. Subramaniam 

imported 18,000 tons of the HYV wheat seed from Mexico to jump start an agricultural 

revolution.  In an address to the Society for International Development in 1968, William 

S. Gaud wrote, “Record yields, harvests of unprecedented size and crops now in the 

ground demonstrate that throughout much the developing world—and particularly in Asia

—we are on the verge of an agricultural revolution75”. By this time,  modern varieties of 

wheat, maize, sorghum, and millet had also been developed. However, the best known, 

and most important, of these were the Mexican wheats which had quadrupled Mexican 

yields from 11 to 40 bushels per acre, and were proving themselves to be highly 

successful in India.

 While the HYV wheat seeds were taking hold in India, IRRI was working on the 

famed IR8, a strain of rice that would later be called “miracle rice”.  The IR8 strain was 
74 Ganzel, B. India and Pakistan During the Green Revolution. (Ganzel Group Publishing, 2007), 23-27.
75 Ibid, 25.
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bred from Peta, a traditional tall variety that was vigorous but prone to lodging, and 

DGWG, a high-yielding, short-statued variety from Taiwan utilizing the same shuttle-

breeding technique that had brought Borlaug such success. The HYV wheat laid the 

foundation for the acceptance of non-traditional strains by rural farmers, paving the way 

for the universal use of this new super rice. In 1966, the IR8 strain was put to the test in 

research fields in India along with some other strains of interest from IRRI, and the 

results were short of astounding. 

Before the development of IR8, traditional 

varieties yielded between 1-2 tons per hectare. IR8, 

under the proper conditions, yielded on average 9.4 

tons per hectare76. With a yield increase ranging from 

400% to 900% in some regions, the IR8 strain was 

meant to change the world. As seen in Fig. 1, IR8 far 

out-produced its parent strains, but only under 

conditions of improved irrigation and high inputs of 

nitrogen fertilizer. To reach its full potential, IR8 

required an unprecedented amount of nitrogen 

fertilizer, which previously would have been 

detrimental to the growth of traditional strains. The majority of small scale farmers in 

India were not utilizing modern agricultural technologies at the time of the introduction 

of IR8 seeds. The adoption of HYV crops would have to come with the adoption of other 

agricultural technologies. This had the potential to widen the gap between small scale and 

large scale farmers in India. It would require efforts by the government to ensure the 

76 Hargrove and Coffman, Breeding History, 34-38.

Figure 1: Response to nitrogen fertizer of  
two semidwarf varieties—IR8 and Taichung  
Native 1—and of Peta, traditional variety,  
in the 1966 on IRRI’s experiment farm



76

equal diffusion of this agricultural technology.

The introduction of a new technology is often perceived as a mechanism for 

transition out of poverty for many developing nations. According to Baird, “one of the 

most studied, and most successful, instances of new technology adoption came with the 

introduction of high yielding variety (HYV) seeds in India in the late 1960s77 .” There are 

two factors that influence the adoption of a new technology. First, there is the question of 

viability. Uncertainty and inexperience with a new technology will initially delay 

adoption. This is called risk aversion. The increase in inputs in terms of fertilizer and 

irrigation assets for use of the HYV seeds creates an economic constraint on early 

adoption. The new seeds required fertilizers and pesticides, along with mechanized tilling 

for proper planting to ensure the best yields.  This would require investment in new 

machines, more expensive seeds and fertilizer, as well as training to ensure proper 

cultivation. All of these factors could potentially limit the adoption of HYV crops in 

small scale farmers. To ensure wide spread adoption, the small farmer has to be 

convinced that the  use of the new modern varieties would lead to increased yields over 

the traditional varieties. Then an assurance had to be given that increased production 

would not lead to decreased prices as commonly occurred in the past during years of 

bumper harvest. Over time, as farmers both learned more about the productivity of this 

new technology, and input prices began to decline, increased numbers of small farmers 

began to adopt the technology.

Gaud had noted that these improved seeds alone would not be sufficient to sustain 

an agricultural revolution. As we can see, simply having the seeds available would not 

ensure that farmers would adopt the new technologies. Gaud stated that a Green 

77 Baird, Technology Adoption Decisions.
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Revolution would require capital to build fertilizer plants, facilities to train scientists and 

technicians, and a government that couldl provide the credit and capital to develop the 

market. In 1963, the bulk of India's meager supply of domestically manufactured 

fertilizer was going to waste in warehouses. By 1968, India was using one-fifth of its 

foreign exchange earnings to import fertilizer alone, a huge economic burden that was 

preventing India from developing in both the industrial and agricultural sectors. The 

Agency for International Development (A.I.D.)  financed $200 million worth of fertilizer 

in 1969 to lay the foundation for the Green Revolution, beginning with building the 

infrastructure necessary by establishing fertilizer factories across India.

To make the agricultural revolution successful, the Indian government made 

arrangements to ensure a steady supply of seeds, adequate storage space for growing crop 

output, and a better transportation network for distribution. A network of scientists were 

trained to impart the necessary cultivation techniques to local farmers. Demonstration 

plots were planted all over the Indian countryside, so farmers could compare the growth 

of IR8 to other traditional varieties throughout the growing season. Combined with 

efforts to decrease foreign dependence of fertilizer,  the government ensured that the 

Green Revolution technologies were readily available to any farmer who wanted to adopt 

them. The cost of the nitrogen fertilizer inputs could be easily overcome by the high 

productivity of the rice, resulting in a favorable economic balance for both small and 

large scale farmers78. In 1966-1967, the Indian government increased its budget allocation 

for agriculture by more than a third. Not only did these allocations go to begin training 

scientists and building fertilizer factories, but these increased allocations also went to 

fund the demonstrations of the new HYV seeds that convinced small farmers to invest in 
78 Feder, G. and O'Mara, G. Farm Size and the Diffusion of Green Revolution Technology. Economic 

Development and Cultural Change (1981), 59-63.
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the higher costs of modern farming.  

From the introduction of HYV seeds in 1965 to the early 1980s the acreage 

dedicated to HYV crops over traditional varieties increased dramatically. As seen in Fig. 

2, HYV wheat was very quick to overtake other varieties of wheat as the seed of choice. 

The gradual replacement of traditional varieties of rice by improved ones, together with 

associated improvement in farm management practices, had a dramatic effect on the 

growth of rice production. Farmers could now harvest 5–7 tons of paddy rice per hectare 

from high-yielding varieties, compared to 1–3 tons with traditional varieties. By making 

each hectare more productive, the total amount of land required to grow the necessary 

amount of grain had also been lowered. Since 1966, when the first HYV of rice was 

released, to 2005 the rice harvested area has increased only marginally, from 126 to 152 

million hectares (18%), whereas the average yield has increased from 2.1 to 3.9 tons per 

hectare (90%)79. So although grain output has tripled, and quadrupled in some provinces, 

79 Khush, G. S. and Virk, P. S. IR Varieties and Their Impact. International Rice Research Institute (2005).

Figure 2: The Development of and Adoption of HYV of Wheat and Rice in Developing Countries
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the amount of land dedicated to agriculture has only marginally increased. This shows 

that the increases in total grain production are almost exclusively due to an increased 

productivity of the crops themselves.

The adoption of high-yield varieties has allowed India to meet the demands of a 

rapidly growing population while reducing pressures to increase cultivated land. If the 

yield rates of 1961 continued to prevail to today, double the current cultivated land today 

would have been needed to reach cereal production levels of 1992. Instead of doubling80, 

there was only an 18% increase in hectares cultivated. This had protected forests, 

woodlands, and pastures from tillage, preventing environmental erosion and loss of 

wildlife habitat. By making the current land more productive, the adoption of HYV seeds 

has already altered the course of development in India.

The Environmental Impacts of the Green Revolution

One of the detriments to the spread of HYV crops is a distinct lack of biodiversity 

in farms across India. The composition of strains planted and cultivation practices for rice 

and wheat changed markedly with the introduction of high-yielding varieties. The 

adoption of HYVs occurred quickly. By 1970, about 20 percent of the wheat area and 30 

percent of the rice area in developing countries were planted to HYVs. By 1990, that 

number had increased to about 70 percent for both crops81. Due to its high productivity, 

IR8 had come to replace many of the regional varieties that were once preferred for their 

culinary qualities. Rice strains were once chosen for their food qualities: the size and 

shape of the grain, as well as its starch content and level of gelling when cooked. But 

these traditional varieties could not compare with the heavily laden stalks of the IR8. The 

80    Khush, G. S. Green Revolution: The Way Forward. Nature Reviews Genetics. (2001), 815-822.
81 Hazell, P. B. R. The Green Revolution: Curse or Blessing? The Oxford Encyclopedia of Economic 

History. (Oxford University Press, 2003).
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IR8 wasn't the only rice strain from IRRI to become popularly adopted. Following the 

IR8 were the IR36, IR50 and a several other variants. Although it was IR8 that first broke 

international barriers, it was the regional research continued after its release that led to 

the high adoption of modern variety (MV) rice across India. IR8 served as a platform for 

global adaptation, and was then subsequently bred for more specific, location-relevant 

traits—such as resistance to regional diseases, pests, and other abiotic stresses. It was this 

second-stage of research that proved important to the further diffusion of modern variety 

crops in India. A study preformed in 2003 seeking to assess the impact and diffusion of 

Green Revolution technologies suggests that the first generation of improved rice 

varieties in India would have been planted on only about 35% of irrigated rice land. The 

subsequent generations of MVs increased adoption to more than 80%82. Many historians 

now separate the Green Revolution into an 'early' period—1960s and 1970s—and a 'late' 

period—1980s and 1990s—to reflect this shift in initial adoption of HYV and then the 

later addition of more regionally oriented MV crops. The diffusion and utilization of 

Green Revolution technologies was greater in the later period, mainly due to the additions 

of new MV strains which were adopted in places the original releases were not. 

Ultimately, a relatively small number of varieties has ended up replacing thousands of 

traditional regional varieties. Over just a few decades, there has been a significant 

reduction in the genetic variability of crop lands.83 

Not only were the face of rice and wheat fields changing, but the higher yields and 

profitability of the HYV crops also led farmers to increase the area of rice and wheat they 

grew at the expense of other crops84. This has led to the outbreak of problems typical of a 

82 McKinsey, J. W. and  Evenson, R. E.. Crop Variety Improvement and Its Effect on Productivity: The 
Impact of International Agricultural Research. (CAB International: Wallingford, UK, 2003)

83 Khush,  Disease and insect resistance in rice.
84   Hazell, The Green Revolution: Curse or Blessing?.
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mono-culture system. Of the thousands of dwarf varieties bred with Borlaug's shuttle 

breeding technique, only a handful of strains were eventually mass produced for use in 

the Green Revolution. And those strains were by no means native to the countries where 

the HYV seeds were ultimately sent. So on this narrow and alien genetic base, the food 

supplies of millions are now precariously perched. 

To illustrate why this decreased biodiversity in crop fields is dangerous, let's first 

recall the American boll weevil epidemic in the late nineteenth century. The American 

south was a vast land of cotton, with plantation upon plantation ranging all the way to the 

coast. When the boll weevil was first introduced from Mexico in 1892, it began a path of 

destruction from Texas all the way to the Carolinas. The vast expanse of cotton across 

that region allowed the boll weevil to spread unchecked year after year, reducing harvest 

yields by as much as 30-40% each year. To this day, the boll weevil remains one of the 

greatest agricultural pests in the US, and has cumulatively cost 13 billion dollars in 

damage. The culturing of only a few varieties of crops provides a similar situation as 

cotton in the southern US. The development of irrigation facilities and the availability of 

short-duration, photoperiod-insensitive varieties has enabled the farmers in tropical Asia 

to grow successive crops of rice throughout the year—practices that led to an increase in 

disease incidence and insect numbers85. Some scholars see this as a ticking time bomb, as 

it leaves huge swathes of land throughout the continent vulnerable to the potential spread 

of disease. The fields upon fields of single-crop rotations would be ideal for quickly 

spreading pests throughout all of south Asia. If an epidemic affecting one of the MV 

crops were to break out, it would be able to spread over the entire subcontinent, jumping 

from field to field, province to province, country to country. An epidemic of that nature 

85 Khush,  Green Revolution: The Way Forward, 820.
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would devastate world food stability. It is the threat of epidemic that makes the 

widespread adoption of so few varieties of crops dangerous.

One may ask, “But can't new strains of HYV seeds be developed that bear a 

resistance against these potential biotic threats?” In fact, most of the rice varieties 

released by IRRI are  already bred to be resistant to many common pests. However, those 

varieties do not seem to retain their resistance for a significant time period. MV plants' 

resistance to pests and disease come from the plants' ability to withstand certain 

herbicides and pesticides. Thus, the crops can be sprayed with them and survive, while 

weeds and other surrounding pests are killed.  When a field has a single-crop rotation, it 

is the same pests being eliminated year after year, effectively breeding a population of 

pests that are resistant to the treatment. Over time, those pest populations infecting the 

soil develop what is called a 'creeping resistance'. The crop can no longer be effectively 

treated for that pest, and within a short time is now susceptible.  It should be known that 

large-scale monoculture provides a large and often permanent niche for pests in the soil 

that only continue to worsen every year the same crop is planted. Over time, this turns 

minor diseases into epidemics. This has already begun to happen with some of the MV 

crops. The rice variety PR106, which currently accounts for 80% of the area under rice 

cultivation in the Punjab, was originally considered resistant to whitebacked planthopper 

and stem rot when it was introduced in 1976. By the late 1980s, it had already become 

susceptible to both diseases, as well as succumbing to rice leaf-folder, hispa, stemborer 

and several other insect pests86. This shows that even when new varieties are specially 

bred for resistance to disease, breakdown in resistance can occur within just a few 

growing seasons. IRRI reports that in some instances replacement varieties may be 

86 Shiva, V . The Green Revolution in the Punjab. The Ecologist (1991).
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required as often as every three to four years. The problem is two-fold: the current system 

of single-rotation mono-culture inspired by the high productivity of HYV crops leads to 

both greater usage of chemical inputs (both in terms of fertilizers and pesticides), and 

over time indirectly cultivates populations of 'super' pests. 

 If PR106 is any indication, the time line for the onset of an epidemics could be 

quite short. In addition, the fertilizers necessary for high production output have been 

found to lower plants’ resistance to pests. To overcome the yield losses due to pests, more 

fertilizers are added the following year to increase yields, which in turn only exacerbates 

the pest problem and further degrades the quality of the soil. The net result has been a 

massive increase in the use of pesticides following the Green Revolution. This creates a 

cycle in which there are even greater pest problems due to the emergence of pesticide-

resistant pests and a reduction in the natural checks on pest populations due to mono-

culturing87. When a field is put on a two or more long term crop rotation, pests in the soil 

that attacked one crop will die off the next year when that crop is replaced with 

something new. Crop rotation using a variety of species helps maintain the health of the 

soil. Yet the most lucrative production strategy is mono-culture. A multiple crop rotation 

would require different sets of machinery for harvest, different inputs and new seeds. And 

the secondary crops planted in a field may not be as profitable. Mono-culturing persists 

because of its high profitability, despite decreasing yields each year.

India's bread basket, the Punjab, has seen the greatest impacts from the 

implementation of the Green Revolution. From 1965 to the early 2000s, the area under 

paddy in the Punjab has increased ten-fold, while that under wheat has increased two and 

a half times. During the same period, the area of cultivation of legumes has been reduced 

87 Shiva, The Green Revolution in the Punjab.
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by two thirds. Legumes are one of the only crops that can replace nitrogen in the soil, and 

traditional agriculture in that region once involved legumes as part of the necessary crop 

rotation. A single year of legumes would increase the yield of grain in the following year 

by increasing the amount of available nitrogen in the soil. With the advent of HYV grains 

and widespread fertilizer inputs, the planting of less-profitable legumes has significantly 

decreased, while the area under grain cultivation has increased dramatically. Today, 84% 

of the Punjab is under cultivation, as against 42% for India as a whole88, an indicator of 

the intensive agriculture that is occurring in that province. The removal of legumes from 

cropping patterns has removed a major source of free nitrogen from the soil, which 

contributes to soil degradation and increases the need for fertilizers. Land that was once 

used for the raising of livestock has decreased as mechanization of the agricultural sector 

has spread, allowing more land to be dedicated to cereals. The population of livestock has 

declined by 12.7 % between 1997 and 2003. This has reduced the supply of fodder and 

organic fertilizer (in the form of manure collected from livestock) available to farmers. 

The need for fertilizers already far outstrips the production of organic fertilizers. 

Chemical fertilizers are a poor substitution for organic fertilizers, because manufactured 

fertilizers do not replenish the soil with much needed organic matter and biomass. 

Intensive agriculture removes more than just nitrogen and phosphorus from the soil. 

Overall, what is being seen is not only a degradation in soil quality, but also increased 

soil erosion and a loss of biomass in the soil. The new HYV rice strains, while very 

productive in grain output, provide very little biomass for the replenishment of the soil. 

And these low-biomass varieties have replaced the majority of other crops. These 

artificial fertilizers cannot replace all that is lost in the soil. The HYVs rapidly deplete 
88 Kang, D.S. Environmental Problems of the Green Revolution with a focus on Punjab, India.  International 
Dimensions of the Environmental Crisis. (Westview, Boulder: Colorado, 1982).
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micronutrients from soils, unlike traditional organic fertilizer which contains ample trace 

nutrients, the artificial fertilizers contain primarily nitrogen, and thus cannot compensate 

for the loss of micronutrients. Deficiencies of zinc, iron, copper, manganese, magnesium, 

molybdenum and boron are common throughout the Punjab. This has contributed to the 

thirty-fold rise in fertilizer consumption in the state since the inception of the Green 

Revolution89. In recent surveys, over half of the 8706 soil samples from the Punjab 

exhibited zinc deficiency, reducing yields of rice, wheat and maize by up to 3.9 tonnes 

per hectare. Although input of nitrogen into the soil has short-term benefits, the loss of 

other nutrients are taking their toll after decades of intensive agriculture and are 

beginning to affect yields. In recent years, the Punjab has been experiencing decreasing 

yields due to soil degradation. 

The Social Impacts of the Green Revolution

Earlier scholarship on the Green Revolution, dating from the late 1980s, suggest 

that Green Revolution technologies were increasing social inequalities in India due to an 

unequal diffusion of the technologies across small and large-scale farmers, and even a 

disparity across 'wet' regions—regions which were fully irrigated as part of the 

agricultural reform—and 'dry' regions—those which are fed only by rainfall90. A report by 

Dhanagare suggested that the policies of infrastructure reform in India, and particularly in 

the Punjab, were favoring already rich peasant farmers and neglecting small scale farmers 

with plots under five acres. These early reports failed to take into account the full effects 

of the late Green Revolution, which included increases in locally-oriented MV crops that 

were more readily adopted by small farmers, and the increases in technology diffusion 

89 Shiva, The Green Revolution in the Punjab, 130.
90 Dhanagare,  D. N. Green Revolution and Social Inequalities in Rural India. Economic and Political 
Weekly (1987).
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throughout the 1980s and 1990s through the small scale farmer population in the Punjab. 

An analysis by the International Food Policy Research Institute developed a 

counter-factual study to gauge how food security and agriculture would look in the year 

2000 if the Green Revolution had not occurred. They found that higher world prices 

would have contributed to an expansion of area planted to crops in all countries, rather 

than the marginal increase in land under tillage as seen in India within twenty years of the 

revolution, with the following environmental consequences that would come with a 

significant increase in land dedicated to agriculture including massive deforestation and 

loss of natural habitat. Crop production would have been somewhere between 13.9 to 

18.6% lower in developing countries, despite increased land usage. Although an 

international food shortage probably would not have occurred, developing countries 

would have increased their food imports by 27 to 30%91, forcing them to continue a post-

colonial dependence on developed nations and stunting political and economic growth. 

Although Green Revolution technologies have spurred the intensification of agricultural 

on existing lands, creating a host of environmental consequences, they have also allowed 

for the preservation of forested lands by relieving pressures to increase cultivated 

acreage. Thus, conservation programs and national parks could be established throughout 

the developing world as part of a global effort towards environmental protection. 

 The model also indicates that the caloric consumption per capita in the developing 

world would have been 13.3 to 14.4% lower than the current 2,200 calories available to 

populations today, and the percentage of malnourished children would have been 6.1 to 

7.9% higher across the developing world. This means that Green Revolution technologies 

have saved between 32 and 42 million children from poor health, and have lowered the 
91 Evenson, R. E. and Gollin, D. Assessing the Impact of the Green Revolution, 1960 to 2000. Science 

Magazine (2003), 758- 762.
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rates of child mortality globally92. This suggests that this agrarian revolution has 

significantly increased the health and well being of millions in India, by both lowering 

food prices and increasing access to stable food supplies. Although there are clear 

environmental repercussions that come with the widespread intensification of agriculture

—which generally leads to an overall degradation in soil and water quality—the Green 

Revolution in India has had some important social impacts that have radically changed 

the quality of life for millions of people. 

The Green Revolution introduced powerful new technologies to developing 

nations across the globe. From Latin America, to Africa and Asia, the introduction of 

revolutionary new high-yield variety seeds, increased mechanization, and other 

technological inputs has made it possible for starving developing nations to become not 

only self-sufficient in their food production, but to even reverse the tides and become net 

exporters of grain. The prevalence of famine in India has dramatically decreased with the 

introduction of these HYV cereal crops, and since 1965 the average caloric intake of 

small rural farmers has increased by 45%. With decreasing biodiversity, many scientists 

fear that the same revolutionary technologies that saved many developing nations will 

ultimately lead to irreversible epidemic and environmental degradation. The future of 

food security in India is thus uncertain. Some scientists are calling for a second Green 

Revolution, believing that yet more improved MV crops could be implemented in more 

sustainable cultivation practices. Others fear that the current trend of environmental 

degradation will ultimately lead to a collapse in food supply as a result of decreasing 

yields and the very real possibility of an epidemic. 

For now, Green Revolution technologies are feeding millions across India, and 

92 Evenson and Gollin, Assessing the Impact of the Green Revolution, 760.
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have allowed India to blossom into a remarkable success story in the post-colonial world. 

In her post-colonial development, India addressed and rectified many of its own 

problems with food production in a manner that the British Raj had never achieved, or 

even sought to. With the right of self-governance, the new Indian democracy came 

forward to solve its problems of poverty and underdevelopment. Their sister state, 

Pakistan, did not have the same successes in the post-independence world. With a weak 

central state, Pakistan has continued to be unable to develop the type of infrastructure 

necessary for the kind of agrarian revolution that India experienced. India, with its strong 

central state, was able to devote the resources and capital to develop extensive irrigation, 

fertilizer factories, and credit to farmers for the adoption of more mechanized agriculture. 

Pakistan continues to suffer famine and poverty, and its population is left vulnerable to 

malnutrition and epidemics. India, because of the successes of its more organized 

government, has seen increases in their standard of living and overall life expectancy 

over the last few decades. Where the British Raj failed to protect and care for its Indian 

citizens, free India has risen to the occasion. This is a testament to the strength of the 

government created under the guidance of Nehru, and his vision of a modernized India.
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Conclusion

It was the World Wars that brought an end to British colonial rule in India for a 

number of reasons. The United States had been putting pressure on their British allies to 

grant India independence. The ideological struggle of the Allied Powers against fascism 

in the name of democracy on the European mainland had deeply affected public opinion 

about the colonies overseas. And the World Wars had left destruction in their wakes, put 

Europe in debt, and strained mainland resources. Time and energy could no longer be 

devoted to a large overseas empire. Rather, many British citizens were calling for the end 

of imperialism to shift focus onto rebuilding at home. After WWII, it became clear that 

Britain was no longer in a position to maintain its overseas colonies. It had neither the 

resources nor the public support to continue its reign in India. 

India had been demanding independence long before WWII. In fact, the British 

had promised independence to India for their support in WWI. Yet the broken promise of 

dominion status served to increase the fervor for independence, and in that tension the 

Congress and the League were set against each other. Winston Churchill had avidly 

opposed granting independence to India because of the huge economic loss it would have 

been, despite Britain's terrible military performance in South Asia during WWII. 

Although many European leaders felt that India had no part in the war, and independence 

would have allowed the nation to avoid conflict with the invading Japanese army, British 

leaders such as Churchill and Viceroy Linlithgow continued to oppose Indian 

independence. This was in part because they felt Indians could not be trusted to govern 

themselves, which was an issue of racism and imperial superiority, and in part because 

India was simply too valuable of a colony. So despite decades of discussion, it was only 

when Britain was unable to continue maintaining its overseas colony that the transfer of 
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power could finally begin.

Yet the decades of struggle against the British had also caused a deep divide in 

India between the National Congress and the Muslim League. Although there were a 

number of talks and negotiations, little compromise could be made. Cripps Mission was a 

failure, the Cabinet Mission was studded with disagreements, and even the formation of 

the Interim Government was marked by protests on behalf of the Muslim League. The 

accelerated time line for the transfer of power insisted upon by Mountbatten was a last 

demonstration of British mishandling of their Indian colony, and serves as a symbol of 

Britain's mercantile interests in the subcontinent. Now that Britain could no longer hold 

onto India, it vowed to leave as quickly as possible, giving Indian leaders no time to settle 

their differences and plan the formation of an entire democratic government. Instead, 

Britain's sudden flight from India meant that unsavory decisions had to be made. Under 

such incredible time constraints, a resolution between the League and the Congress was 

made impossible. Both parties needed to ensure the future of the people they represented, 

and given Mountbatten's time line, partition became the only solution. 

The transfer of power was a huge administrative undertaking, as infrastructure 

developed for a single nation now had to be divided between two. Constitutions needed 

to be written, representatives elected, and governments built. These obstacles were 

already great, and the trauma of partition only made the task more difficult, ultimately 

sowing the seeds of distrust and resentment between India and Pakistan.  Two lands 

which for hundreds of years had been united were now torn apart after decades of 

struggle against the British presence. Partition resulted in the largest displacement of 

people seen in the 20th century, as twenty million people scrambled to get themselves on 

the right side of the border being drawn across their land. Homes were abandoned, only 
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to be filled by incoming refugees, making it impossible for families to return to their 

homelands and communities. Communal violence escalated to new heights, as Hindus 

and Muslims were politically and geographically in competition with one another. There 

were revenge killings across the Punjab, as news of massacre in one town resulted in 

fresh bloodshed in another. There was destruction of businesses and infrastructure as 

rivalry between border cities erupted. 

Independence for India was marred by the terrible events of partition. Yet the 

development of India's democracy, now the largest democracy in the world, would 

continue unhindered. The unfortunate death of Jinnah the same year as partition meant 

that Pakistan had lost their visionary leader. Although he saw the birth of a Muslim 

homeland, Jinnah did not see the implementation of a constitution in what should have 

been a Muslim democratic state. Without Jinnah's leadership, the development of a 

central government in Pakistan stagnated. Instead, Pakistan slowly fell into dictatorship, 

as every leader that came forward to take Jinnah's place and develop a constitution 

merely sat on the project and accumulated wealth from the position. Military coups, 

dictatorial rule, wars for territory with India, and political instability all prevented the 

implementation of Jinnah's vision for an Islamic republic. After partition, the people of 

Pakistan would continue to suffer from problems of food security, underdeveloped 

infrastructure, lack of sanitation, and other problems that come with the failure to develop 

a central government. 

Unlike Pakistan, India began to rapidly develop after partition. A constitution was 

written the same year as independence, and a central democratic government was formed. 

Following Nehru's vision of a modernized India, the republic of India made strides to not 

only increase industrialization, but raised the standard of living for their citizenry. India's 
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agricultural revolution was made possible with support and capital from the Indian 

government, and the modernization of India's agricultural sector is only a facet of the 

massive reform projects undertaken by the Indian republic to improve the lives of all. 

India's progress in agriculture mirrors the progress made in overall economic output and 

growth. India's ascent to a global power in the last decade is a testament to the reforms in 

infrastructure made by the Indian government. The differing trajectories of India and 

Pakistan in their post-colonial development demonstrates the importance of leadership 

and democratic administration. India flourished where Pakistan was unable to organize 

and implement reform. Both India and Pakistan were exposed to Green Revolution 

technologies in the same year; Mexico sent shipments of HYV wheat to both nations in 

1965. Effective administration in India made the adaptation and diffusion of new Green 

Revolution technologies possible. The increases in health and prosperity for India's rural 

populations is a symbol of the successes of the post-colonial rule of India. The Green 

Revolution, taken into the context of India's history of colonial exploitation and frequent 

famine, demonstrates the benefits of self-governance in India. To close in the words of 

Nehru: “A moment comes, which comes but rarely in history, when we step out from the 

old to the new; when an age ends; and when the soul of a nation long suppressed finds 

utterance.”
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Appendix:

Illustration 1: Imperial Gazetteer of India,Oxford University Press, 1909. Scanned and reduced from personal  
copy by Fowler & Fowler, 29 August 2007.
Map of British-controlled territory in 1756 and 1805
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Illustration 2:Imperial Gazetteer of India,Oxford University Press, 1909. Scanned and reduced from personal  
copy by Fowler  & Fowler, 29 August 2007

Map of British territory in 1837 and 1857
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Illustration 3: Imperial Gazetteer of India,Oxford University Press, 1907. Scanned and reduced from 
personal copy by Fowler  & Fowler, 29 August 2007

Map of the distribution of Muslims in 1909
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Illustration 4: Imperial Gazetteer of India,Oxford University Press, 1909. Scanned and reduced from 
personal copy by Fowler  & Fowler, 29 August 2007

Map of the distribution of Hindus in 1909
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Illustration 5:  Imperial Gazetteer of India,Oxford University Press, 1909. Scanned and reduced from 
personal copy by Fowler  & Fowler, 29 August 2007

Map of the distribution of Sikhs, Buddhists, and Jains  in 1909
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