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Telegram from the British Foreign Office on the policy pursued in India
(London, 19 February 1947)
 

Caption: On 19 February 1947, the day before the announcement by British Prime Minister Clement Attlee
that independence would be granted to India, the Foreign Office issues a secret telegram outlining the policy
pursued by the United Kingdom in India. It particularly explains the process of ‘self-government’ that has
long been applied by the British in India. The Foreign Office notes the problems associated with the creation
of an interim government but emphasises the government’s firm intention to leave India by June 1948 at the
latest.
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[This tclegrom is of particular sc.:orL;O.f nnd should be . 
r etained LJy the nuthorised rwi1Jicmt and not va.sst.d on]. 

Cyphcr/L, .t' C BL:EI' DIS':'RIBU'l'ION 

No . 1618. 
February 19th, 1947. D. 6.10. p . m. February l)th,1947. 

6 6 6 6 6 

1 <..,JT I! ,..c.DI.AT .. . 

uy tdegram No . 1617. 

Following is backi:_;round explanation of Statcment:-

(1) ubj otive of United Kingdon: L ey i.n India t1as 

fu.L i1 O.tlf years IJast bec.,n , through o J 1·ucc.ss of gr adually 

developing transfer of authority, ultimatd; w hand over 

power to o Federal syst em of Govcr mnent comman ding at 

least the assent of all the important cl ,ucnts in the 

Indian population and in which tlie ludian Stutes v.ould 

be co-oper ating parti s. Unity of India which is the 

gr~atest single acili0vanent of 0\lr rul 1•.ould t hus be 

vr eservt:d. 

(2) t'olicy of tntJ pr sent British Gov m nent has been 

in J. inc. with this t radition. Its main principl s were 

stat d in rime ,,inis t r 's speech in Parliament on 15th 

arch and developed in detail in proposals of the 

Cabinet · ssion. If operated wholc-h artedly in a 

sp1r1 t of co-operation these proposals S11c..ula. make 1 t 

possible for Indians to frrone a constitution wl1ich would 

both preserve the unity of Ind.in and meet the real 
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and legi timat fears of the _ usli111 community and of 

other minorities. Intention was that formal and final 

transfer of authority would not take place un ti 1 a 

constitution framed in accordance with the }~ission 's 

pro· osals, or otherwise by agreement bttwe'-'n the major 

co::ununi tie:s, oould · e br_,ught into op ro.tion. In this 

way broad obj ective r~ferred to in paragraph 1 above 

wo~ld nav been realised, and United Kingdom responsibility )n 

in India hc..ve been t rminated by an orderly and pC;acdul 

transition. In the m antime it was hC-1J~d t hat an 

Interim Gove,rruient npres ntativ of all parti s would 

operate harmoniously under existing constitution. 

Although broad responsibility of Unit·d King-d.om Govem'!lent 

and Parliament for Indian affairs v.ould continue, this 

Governrient would in practice bnve wide measur of 

autonomy. Obviously great difficulties were to be 

ex:pectt,d in this interim period, which it was hoped 

woula be not more than two years, unless there were 

mutual forbearance betwe n ourselves and Congress Party, 

and a real spirit of coupromise and cooperation between 

Congress Party and uslim League. 

(3) Unfortunately these conditions have not been 

realised. Followi,1g is our broad assessment of eyentlil 

since the Mission. After the lliss1on left India, Congre&1s 

Party interpreted provisions of ission's proposals 

Np.rding procedure in Sections in a way contrary to 
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Iuission 's intention, as clearly c.xplained to them. 

Essential element of tissi ,n 's proposals was that 

Scctions of Constituent ssembly should decicle by 

majority vote Constitutions of l'rovinces and wheth r 

grou~s of 1rovincts !:i1.ould b6 fonntd subjc.ct to right 

of l'rovinces to opt out of group by decision of 

Ltgislature under new constitution. 

argu~d that d~cisions on ihcse qu0stions should require 

majority of represcntati ves of e;ach .t-rovince within the 

Section. This would almost certailly result in no 

group constit1tion being fra.m~d by Sections B. and c. 

Thus Congress Party interpretation removtd basis of the 

compromise wt1ich is the whoL basis of the proposals. 

Leagu6 rtactcd by withdrawing their ｾ＠ cceptance of 

1.ission 's proposals, bJ revt;rting to advocacy of full 

Fakistan claim in provocative form, and by threatening 

direct actiJn. Six months have passed without ruiy 

substantial p:mgress in drawing up the, consti tuti.on and 

Constituent ssembly is m~eting without !,.uslim L ague 

r prt.:seniatives. n though n;c..,nt Congress Party 

Resolution modified their position there ar'e still 

certuin 9Mbiguities in the acceptance by Congress Party 

of our Statement of Dt;;C~r.1ber 6th. Certuin Rules of 

Procedure have been framed by Constituent Assembly 

which c u hardly be r conciled with principle of our 

Statement that Provinci· 1 Constitutions and decision 

whether there sh 11 be a Group stio.11 be taken by Sections 
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of Constituent ssembly by majority vote. This 

has led 1iuslim League again to refusC; co-operation in 

Constituent Assembly b· their Resolution of January 

31st. These events have render t:d relations of the t wo 

parties in the Cabinet increasingly difficult, and the 

C1..mgrC;ss .t'!ll't.Y hav<:; now d.emanded that 1,uslim League 

r:v:'.llbt;rs shuuld resign from the Govern. ,ent. We are 

being rressed to wind tl.i:J the Secr eta..y of Stat(; 's 

Services &nd to withdraw British troops from India. 

Al"huugh, in individual cas(:;S Congress Party !ll'e ~utting 

sl,rong pressure on Indian Statt.s v,hom v~ an bound by 

our t;Xisting relationship to prottct fro,n {,xternal 

in 1.,t;rferencc from British India, recent conv"rsations 

between utates representatives and representtitives of the 

Constituent Assembly wer_ amicable and there seems a 

r easonable prospect that States will enter Constituent 

Asseirbly. 

(4) Conununal situation deteriorated serhusly 

bt.twc1.,n August and November and over 10,000 .f)l, rsons have 

b en tilled and many mor e injured. Since tuc; London 

Confcrenc (';, si "uation has Ln1,rov1;d but tension is still 

high. ,.ny optm and irrt.vocable brvacu between the 

parties migut lead to vridc::sp r ead recrudescence amounting 

almost to unorganised and spontaneous civil war. In 

this (:;Vent Inclian Army mi gh t disintegrate and take sides. 

(5) We have ma ... e very effort to bring the Indian 

Parties together by negotiation and there is nc-t wch more 
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that we can do without some move from them. Alternatives 

therefore are to place the responsibility for finding a 

solution, or for consequences of failure to do so, finally 

and solely upon Indian le&ders; or to reassert Bri tish Y 

authority and govern India for a substantial 
1
,eriod. 

Latter courst could only be feasibl t if we resorted 

to. widespread and extreme neasures of r epression and 

publicly declared an intention to retain our authority 

in India for a substantial period of years. 1/e do not 

consider that this course would be likely to lead to 

any solution of the Indian problem. In the long run 

it would lead rather to a spread of nvolutionary 

extremism, probably in a communist form. 

( 6) 1le have therefore come to the conclusion set 

out in the Statement text of which i s contai~ed in my 

immediately preceding t~legram announcing our intention 

to hand ov0r authority in India not lattr than June 19i8. 

1/e are hoptful that prospects of a settleuent between 

Congress 1 arty and .uslim League will be increased if it 

is clearly stated that we shall withdro.w at a definite 

date and definite steps are taken to implement tnis 

decision. .At present both sides hope to produce a 

situation in which we shall be forced to !l.ssist them in 

securing their own political objective and this fact 

impedes a settlement between them. 

(7) We, therefore, think that Statement provides 
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best ~ro spuc t of being able to hand over functions of 

exi s ting Ccntr~l Gover nment t o a singl e Gover nraent h~ving 

support of bot h in jor partit- s. .l::!ut i f , wt1un dat e for 

withdr awal is r eached, this is not 1Jo ssi bfo vie shall 

ho.ve t o hand over to wha t uver consti tut cd o.uthori ties 

set;.n. most repre sent ative of diffc.r ent 1Jarts of t he 

coLJ1try whvn the -i;il.,t. come s. ~Q.I'agr aph 10 of the 

Statement i s desi gned t o avoi d, on the one hand, 

conu:,itmen t to creat e .i:akis t an (which woulC. encour age 

League t o be obs t r uctive ), and on the oth r, any 

i ndicati on t ha t we shou l d , wnat cvt. r happens , hand over to 

one autnorit y only ( wl1ich would encourage Coner ess .k: arty 

t o be uncompromi sing). 

( b) \'!-- r t:a li se , of course , t hat we are running risk 

t hat no se. ttl ement will be , rriv t:d a t and t 110.t as da te 

for our withdrawal draws near communal situation will 

det eriora te s eriously. But this is just as likely to 

happen i f we make no Sta t ement bw ause bot h si de s will 

hop t hat we shall assist t hem ago.i ns t t h other. l e 

believe , t he; rt.fore , that t he right course is for us to 

bt. defin l t e as to our intentions. 

(9) It may be felt that a definit partition of 

India before our departure would, if ther e is no 

agreement, be prc:fcrable , in the last resort, to 

withdrawal in way we propose. Cog nt r asons were 

given in opening paragraphs of Cabinet .. .ission 's 
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StatemG.1t of 16th J.ay aga.1.ns t any form of aki stan 

bt..c use the arLa claimtd by tlit.. .mslim League would 

contain far too grLat a minority of non-L.uslim 

population while a smaller area having a substantial 

l1uslim Dta jority could. not li6 capable conomically 

or sur-vi v 1 as an inaependGnt Statt... l'arti tion 

would be violentl, resent d by lorgc par t of the 

Indi n population incl ding substantial elcmwts in 

the areas affectt..d. 'J.'he. ...,quitao:i..e demarcation of the. 

are s to be separated would bt.. matte r of t;xtreme 

diff1cul ty but it is not totally vxcludtd by paragr ph 

10 of the Staterrent if it ·is found to be 1n vitable 

at a later stage . 
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