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01. Simla Conference (1945 )

DURING THE early months of 1945, the pattern of Indian politics was tast

changing. Though most of its leaders were still in detention, the Congress had

become active both in the constructive field and in parliamentary activities. It

had abandoned its boycott of the Central Assembly and it had succeeded, in

conjunction with other parties, in securing the Government's defeat on four or

five occasions.

In Mareh 1945, Dr. Khan Sahib established a Congress ministry in the North-West

Frontier Province, having defeated the Muslim League ministry. A few weeks

later the Muslim League came to terms with the Congress and formed a ministry

in Assam. The Congressmen would not accept any seat in it, but they undertook

to support it on the understanding that the persons detained on political

grounds should be released and the existing restrictions on political activity

withdrawn. In Bengal the Muslim League ministry succumbed to internal

intrigues and the Governor of Bengal declared the province to be under Section

93. There was a League ministry only in Sind.

Bhulabhai Desai made an overture to the Viceroy for securing interim

reconstruction of the Executive Council on the basis of complete Indianization; an apportionment of seats which would give forty per cent each to the

Congress party and the Muslim League party with twenty per cent reserved for

the minorities and a start to be made under the auspices of the new organized

government with constitution-making. This formula was based on a clear

understanding between Bhulabhai Desai and Liaquat Ali Khan, that each would

present these proposals for acceptance by the Congress and Muslim League,

provided the British first gave a favourable response. Both Gandhi and Jinnah

were in the know of the plan, but they would say nothing about it publicly.

There was another attempt made by Sapru under the auspices of the

Conciliation Committee. At the outset Sapru was able to state that Gandhi had

indicated willingness to co-operate but an effort to obtain co-operation of

Jinnah and Dr. Ambedkar failed, the former refusing to recognize the
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committee in any way. In April the committee issued its report containing

proposals for the future constitution of India, while a week earlier it had cabled

a resolution to the Viceroy, putting forward specific proposals for the

immediate formation of a national government at the Centre and the

restoration of ministries in the provinces. The proposals for the future

constitution envisaged an Indian Union, with both provinces and states forming

component units. It advocated joint electorates and came out emphatically

against the demand for Pakistan.

Public opinion in Great Britain was getting increasingly impatient with the

continued prolongation of the deadlock. However, the discussion of the Indian

problem had been thrown in the background by the events in the West—the last

phase of the war in Germany, sudden death of President Roosevelt, the

preparations for the San Francisco Conference. The British Government tried

their best to put up a show at the San Francisco Conference, creating an

impression that India was practically independent. Gandhi raised his voice

against this sinister attempt on Apfil 18:

"Though I know that silence is better than the spoken or written word, there

are well-defined limitations to the application of this maxim. The San Francisco

Conference is announced to meet shortly. I do not know its agenda. Probably no

outsider knows it.

"Whatever it may be, the conference will have much to do with the world-to-be

after the so-called end of the war. I very much fear that behind the structure

of world security sought to be raised lurk mistrust and fear which breed war.

Therefore, as a lifelong believer in peace as against war, it seems well for me

to record my convictions in the matter.

"I reiterate my conviction that there will be no peace for the allies or the

world, unless they shed their belief in the efficacy of war and its accompanying

terrible deception and fraud, and are determined to hammer out real peace

based on freedom and equality of all races and nations. Exploitation and

domination of one nation over another can have no place in a world striving to
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put an end to all war. In such a world only the militarily weaker nations will be

free from the fear of intimidation or exploitation.

"An indispensable preliminary to peace is the complete freedom of India from

all foreign control, not merely because it is a classic example of imperialist

domination but specially because it is a big, ancient, cultured country, which

has fought for its freedom since 1920 deliberately by truth and non-violence as

its only weapon.

"Though the Indian soldier has fought not for India's freedom, he has shown

during this war, as npver before, that he is at least an equal to the best in his

fighting qualities. I cite this to answer the charge that India's peaceful struggle

is due to its lack of soldierly quality. The inevitable deduction that I draw from

this is that non-violence of the strong is infinitely braver than their violence.

That India may not yet have evoived such non-violence is another matter. If it

is the case, it does not detract from the statement that it has battled nonviolently for freedom, and that not without considerable success.

"Freedom of India will demonstrate to all the exploited races of the earth that

their freedom is very near, and that in no case will they henceforth be

exploited.

"Peace must be just. In order to be that, it must neither be punitive nor

vindictive. Germany and Japan should not be humiliated. The strong are never

vindictive. Therefore, fruits of peace must be equally shared. The effort then

will be to turn them into friends. The allies can prove their democracy by no

other means.

"It follows from the foregoing that there will be no armed peace imposed upon

the forcibly disarmed. All will be disarmed. There will be an international

police force to enforce the lightest terms of peace. Even this retention of an

international police will be a concession of human weakness, not by any means

an emblem of peace.

"If these foregoing essentials of peace are accepted, it follows that the

camouflage of Indian representation through the Indians nominated by British
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imperialism should be dropped. Such representation will be worse than no

representation. Either India at the San Francisco is represented by an elected

representative or represented not at all."

"We haye at this conference an Indian delegation," stated M. Molotov, the

Soviet Foreign Minister, "but India is not an independent state. We all know

that the time will come when the voice of independent India will be heard too."

Against the nominated Indian delegates, Mrs. Vijaya- lakshmi Pandit raised her

voice in her personal capacity and pricked the bubble of British propaganda. Sir

Firoz Khan Noon said that "it is really shocking that a claim should be put

forward by those people who are the agents of Gandhi's party in this country,

that they should be represented at the conference."

Sir Firoz denounced Gandhi as pro-Japanese and demanded that he should yield

his leadership to Nehru. On May 4, Gandhi gave the following reply to Sir Firoz

Khan Noon from Mahabaleshwar:

"Time was when I was considered by the British rulers as pro-Japanese but they

quietly withdrew the remark. There was not the slightest foundation for it. It

comes somewhat as a surprise that Sir Firoz should make such a statement at

this juncture. It may interest him to know that even when the British had

suffered severe reverses, I told the masses that the British were fighters, who

were never dismayed by defeats, delighted in bungling and never learned

except by making and even repeating mistakes. I commend my writings before

the August of 1942 to Sir Firoz.

"I stood for unadulterated Indian independence and, therefore, could not afford

to be lukewarm about Japanese or any other power's success against the

British. My purpose was to end British or any other foreign rule in India as a

whole through non-violent non-co-operation and civil resistance.

"Next I come to Sir Firoz's statement about Paiidit Jawaharlal Nehru and me. He

should know that I have called the Pandit my successor. He does not need to

come to the front. He is in the front. The Government would not let him work

as he would. He and I are friends. But we are no rivals. We are both servants of

the people and the platform of service is as big as the world. It is never
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overcrowded. On it there is always room for more and as on the point of

independence we have no differences, we are always brothers in arms. He has

undoubtedly the advantage of youth over me.

"Let Sir Firoz Khan Noon ask his Government on pain of resignation to release

Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru and his fellow prisoners and he will see his wish

fulfilled. I shall give Sir Firoz my hearty co-operation in its fulfilment.

"Let him make no capital out of my supposed bigotry or orthodoxy. He may not

know that I have never been a bigot or known as such since my youth. And

orthodoxy would have me for my uncompromising and radical attitude on

untouchability and general social reform. Sir Firoz is on safer ground when he

accuses me of being out of date. For no one knows what or/who is out of date.

I confess my ignorance on the point."

/George Bernard Shaw stepped in to defend Gandhi:



44



Gandhi's politics a|e half



a century out of date. His tactics like all tactics are subject to error and

readjustment, but his strategy is sound, as it was fifty or five million years

ago." As for Gandhi's retiring, he added: "Retire from what! His position is

natural, not official. The Mahatma cannot hand over anything. Leadership is not

a plug of tobacco that can be passed from one man to another."

The Government tried to sidetrack the issue of independence by talking of

industrialization of India. They welcomed the industrialists like Sir Ardeshir

Dalai and Mr. G. D. Birla to their counsels. Gandhi again raised his voice on May

6:

"This question has been put to me: 'What do you think of the future plans now

being made by the Government of India to dispose of Indian industries under

the high-sounding phrases through nationalist-minded Sir Ardeshir Dalai and

through the visit of capitalists reported to be presently despatched unofficially

to America and England under the auspices of the Government of India!'

"Nothing said by those outside the Government ring seems to matter. They have

come to know that the best of us will speak loud and give it the lie by our

action. Big merchants, capitalists, industrialists and the others speak and write
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against the Government but in action do its will and even profit through it,

though the profit may amount to five per cent, against the Government's

ninety-five. Circumstances alone may be to blame for the condition in which

the country has been weltering since the advent of British commerce backed by

British guns.

"The bright spot in the situation, however, is that all the big interests proclaim

with one voice that India wants nothing less than her own elected national

government to shape her own destiny free of all control, British or other. This

independence will not come for the asking. It will come only when the

interests, big or small, are prepared to forgo the crumbs that fall to them from

partnership with the British in the loot which the British rule takes from India.

The verbal protests will count fot nothing, so long as the partnership continues

unchecked.

"The so-called unofficial deputation, which the protestants fear will go to

England and America, dare not proceed, whether for inspection or for entering

on a shameful deal, so long as the moving spirits of the Working Committee are

being detained without any trial for the sole crime of sincerely striving for

India's independence without shedding a drop of blood, save their own."

The Indian industrialists were angry with Gandhi and Mr. G. D. Birla wired: "The

industrial delegation is going purely as a non-official body, at its own expense,

with a view to meet people and to study the latest method of production and

scientific achievement. Your -statement is sure to be construed as a strong

denunciation of our motives. We count on your blessing."

"My statement was necessary," emphasized Gandhi. "It deals with a hypothetical

case. It was no hasty opinion. The statement expresses the view which I have

always held. You have my blessings and prayers in terms of famishing and naked

India."

On May 7th, Germany surrendered unconditionally to the allies. On May 8,

Gandhi's message of condolence to Mrs. Roosevelt was released to the press :

"My humble condolence and congratulations, latter because your illustrious

husband died in harness and after war had reached a point where allied victory
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had become certain. He was spared humiliating spectacle of being party to

peace which threatens to be prelude to war, bloodier still if possible."

"Why do you feel so sceptical about the possibility of a lasting peace emerging

from the defeat of the Axis powers?" asked Mr. Coniston of the Collier's Weekly.

Gandhi explained : "Violence is bound sooner or later to exhaust itself but

peace cannot issue out of such exhaustion. I am uttering God's truth when I say

that unless there is return to sanity, violent people will be swept off the face of

the earth . . . Those who have their hands dyed deep in blood cannot build a

non-violent order for the world."

In the last week of May, Mr. Churchill decided to hold a general election in

Great Britain and the National Government came to an end. India now shot,

meteor-like, into the tense British pre-election campaign. Mr. Bevin declared at

the Labour Party conference: "If we are returned, we will close the India Office

and transfer this business to the dominions." Professor Laski, Vice-Chairman of

the Labour Party, stated that proposals were made by his party for the solution

of Indian deadlock and for immediate release of the political prisoners in India.

"The time for modus vivendi is now. A day after victory over Japan, it will be

too late."

On June 5th, Lord Wavell returned to India after about ten weeks consultation

in London. On June 14 he delivered a broadcast talk and made the following

proposals: (i) The British Government cannot impose "self-governing institutions

upon an unwilling India". As they declared in 1942, the new constitution must

be framed by the Indians; and they still hope that they may be able to agree as

to the method. Meantime they are anxious to do all they can under the existing

constitution to secure the co-operation of all communities and the sections of

the Indian people in carrying on the war with Japan and in planning the postwar economic development. (2) To that end, it is proposed to reconstitute the

central Executive Council, so that all its members, except the GovernorGeneral and the Commander-in-Chief, would be the Indian political leaders, the

Caste Hindus and the Muslims being equally represented. The portfolio of the

External Affairs would be transferred from the Governor-General to an Indian
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