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ABSTRACT

The constitutional history of British India underwent a decisive transformation during the
years surrounding the enactment of the Government of India Act of 1919. The Montagu—
Chelmsford Reforms, conceived as a response to increasing Indian demands for political
participation, introduced important constitutional innovations, including provincial dyarchy
and the expansion of legislative institutions. However, their implementation coincided with
the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre of April 1919, an event that profoundly altered the political
relationship between the colonial state and Indian society. This coincidence has generated
enduring historical debate regarding whether the reforms represented a genuine step toward
responsible government or a calculated strategy to preserve imperial authority while offering
only limited political concessions.

This paper critically re-examines the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms within the political
environment that emerged after the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre. Adopting a qualitative
historical research design, the study analyses constitutional documents, official reports,
parliamentary debates, contemporary political writings, and modern historical scholarship to
evaluate how the reforms influenced the trajectory of Indian nationalism. The paper argues
that although the reforms expanded legislative participation and introduced limited
ministerial responsibility, they failed to satisfy Indian political aspirations because the
colonial executive retained control over key administrative functions. The contradiction
between constitutional reform and political repression weakened public confidence in British
rule and encouraged nationalist leaders to reject gradual constitutional change in favour of
mass political mobilisation.

Keywords: Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms; Indian Nationalism; Jallianwala Bagh Massacre;
Government of India Act 1919; Colonial Governance; Constitutional Development; Dyarchy;
Responsible Government.

1. INTRODUCTION

Historical Background

The early decades of the twentieth century marked one of the most dynamic phases in the
constitutional and political history of British India. Nationalist consciousness had expanded
steadily since the establishment of the Indian National Congress in 1885, while educated
Indians increasingly demanded greater participation in governance and administrative
decision-making. Earlier constitutional measures, including the Indian Councils Acts of 1892
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and 1909, had introduced limited representative institutions but left executive authority firmly
under British control. Although these reforms created opportunities for political discussion,
they failed to satisfy growing aspirations for responsible government.

The outbreak of the First World War (1914-1918) significantly altered the political
relationship between Britain and India. More than one million Indian soldiers served in
various theatres of war, while India contributed enormous financial resources, raw materials,
and logistical support to the British Empire. Indian political leaders believed that such
contributions would be recognised through substantial constitutional reforms after the war.
These expectations intensified demands for greater political autonomy and administrative
responsibility.

In response to increasing political pressure, the Secretary of State for India, Edwin Samuel
Montagu, issued the historic declaration of August 1917, promising "the gradual development
of self-governing institutions" and the progressive realization of responsible government in
India. This declaration became the constitutional foundation of the Montagu—Chelmsford
Reforms, jointly prepared by Montagu and the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford. Their
recommendations were incorporated into the Government of India Act of 1919, which
introduced several institutional innovations, including enlarged legislative councils, expanded
electoral representation, and the system of dyarchy in the provinces.

Dyarchy divided provincial administration into two distinct spheres. Subjects such as
education, agriculture, local self-government, and public health were transferred to Indian
ministers responsible to elected legislatures, whereas finance, police, revenue, irrigation, and
law and order remained reserved under the authority of the Governor and the executive
council. The British administration described this arrangement as an experimental step
towards responsible government. However, critics argued that real executive authority
continued to remain in colonial hands, making responsible government largely symbolic.

The political consequences were immediate and far-reaching. Public confidence in British
justice declined sharply, moderate political opinion weakened, and nationalist leaders
increasingly questioned whether constitutional concessions could ever produce genuine self-
government under colonial rule. Mahatma Gandhi, who had initially hoped for constructive
constitutional engagement, emerged as the leader of a broader movement advocating non-
cooperation and mass political mobilisation. The years following 1919 therefore witnessed a
decisive transition from constitutional negotiation to popular anti-colonial resistance.

The relationship between the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms and the rise of Indian
nationalism remains one of the most important questions in modern Indian history. While
some scholars regard the reforms as an important milestone in constitutional development,
others argue that their limited scope, combined with the trauma of Jallianwala Bagh,
accelerated nationalist dissatisfaction rather than political reconciliation. This study seeks to
reassess these constitutional developments by examining both their institutional design and
their wider political consequences.

Rather than treating constitutional reform and nationalist mobilisation as separate historical
processes, this paper argues that they were deeply interconnected. The limited constitutional
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concessions of 1919, introduced during a period of severe political repression, unintentionally
strengthened nationalist unity by demonstrating the structural limitations of colonial
governance. Consequently, the reforms contributed not only to constitutional evolution but
also to the ideological transformation of India's struggle for independence.

Aim

The primary aim of this study is to critically examine the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms and
evaluate their contribution to the evolution of Indian nationalism in the political environment
created after the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre.

Objectives

The study is guided by the following objectives:

1 To examine the constitutional background of the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms.

[1 To analyse the impact of the Government of India Act of 1919 on colonial governance.

[J To evaluate the political consequences of the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre on constitutional
reform.

[1 To assess the relationship between limited constitutional concessions and the growth of
Indian nationalism.

[J To examine the long-term significance of the reforms in India's constitutional and
democratic development.

[J To reassess the historical importance of the reforms within the broader context of India's
freedom movement.

Research Hypothesis

Null Hypothesis (Ho)

The Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms did not significantly influence the evolution of Indian
nationalism following the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre.

Alternative Hypothesis (Hi)

Although the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms introduced important constitutional changes,
their limited nature, combined with the political impact of the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre,
significantly accelerated the evolution of Indian nationalism by undermining public
confidence in colonial constitutionalism.

This conceptual framework illustrates the central proposition of the study: the constitutional
reforms of 1919 and the political repercussions of the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre were
interconnected developments that collectively accelerated the evolution of Indian
nationalism. The reforms expanded political participation but, when implemented alongside
coercive colonial practices, failed to establish legitimacy, thereby strengthening demands for
responsible government and ultimately contributing to India's struggle for independence.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The constitutional reforms introduced through the Government of India Act of 1919 have
long occupied a central place in the historiography of modern India. Scholars have examined
the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms from constitutional, administrative, political, and
nationalist perspectives, producing a rich body of literature that reflects changing
interpretations over time. Early colonial historians generally portrayed the reforms as a
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sincere effort to introduce representative government, whereas later nationalist and
postcolonial scholars argued that they were designed primarily to preserve imperial authority
while accommodating limited political participation. More recent studies have sought to
reconcile these contrasting interpretations by analysing the reforms within the wider context
of colonial governance, political legitimacy, and the evolution of Indian nationalism. This
review critically examines these scholarly perspectives and identifies the research gap that the
present study addresses.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework
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Among the earliest comprehensive analyses, Reginald Coupland (1942) described the
Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms as a landmark in the gradual constitutional evolution of
British India. According to Coupland, the reforms represented a carefully planned
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constitutional experiment aimed at preparing Indians for responsible government. He argued
that the British administration recognised the growing political consciousness of Indians and
attempted to create institutions through which democratic practices could gradually develop.
Coupland regarded the system of dyarchy as a transitional mechanism rather than a
permanent constitutional arrangement. Although his interpretation remains influential in
understanding official British policy, later historians have criticised his work for reflecting a
predominantly imperial viewpoint that underestimates Indian political dissatisfaction.
Nationalist historians challenged this optimistic interpretation. Bipan Chandra (1989) argues
that the reforms were fundamentally conservative and intended to strengthen, rather than
weaken, British control over India. He maintains that while the reforms expanded legislative
councils and introduced Indian ministers into provincial governments, they retained executive
authority over crucial subjects such as finance, police, law and order, and revenue.
Consequently, Indian ministers possessed responsibility without adequate power. Chandra
further contends that the contradiction between constitutional promises and administrative
realities became increasingly apparent after the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre, leading many
Indians to lose faith in gradual constitutional reform. His work emphasizes that the reforms
unintentionally contributed to the growth of nationalist politics by exposing the limitations of
colonial constitutionalism.

A similar interpretation is advanced by Sumit Sarkar (1983), who situates the reforms within
the broader political developments of the early twentieth century. Sarkar argues that the
constitutional concessions of 1919 cannot be understood independently of the coercive
policies adopted by the colonial government during the same period. He observes that while
Britain publicly proclaimed its commitment to responsible government, it simultaneously
employed repressive legislation, censorship, and military force to suppress political
opposition. The Jallianwala Bagh Massacre, according to Sarkar, symbolised this
contradiction and fundamentally transformed Indian political opinion. His analysis highlights
the interconnected relationship between constitutional reform and nationalist mobilisation,
suggesting that political legitimacy depends not only on institutional change but also on
public trust.

The relationship between constitutional reform and Indian nationalism has also been explored
by Judith M. Brown (1972). Brown examines the political transformation that occurred under
the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi following the events of 1919. She argues that the
Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms initially generated cautious optimism among moderate
political leaders who believed constitutional progress remained possible. However, the
Jallianwala Bagh Massacre shattered these expectations by demonstrating the authoritarian
character of colonial rule. Brown suggests that Gandhi's subsequent leadership of the Non-
Cooperation Movement reflected a broader shift in Indian political strategy from
constitutional negotiation to mass mobilisation. Her work illustrates how political violence
can reshape constitutional discourse and redefine nationalist objectives.

The political consequences of the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre have been analysed in depth by
Nigel Collett (2005) and Kim A. Wagner (2019). Collett reconstructs the events surrounding
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the massacre and argues that it represented a turning point in colonial governance by
exposing the willingness of the British administration to employ extreme force against
civilians. Wagner expands this interpretation by situating the massacre within the broader
culture of imperial fear and authoritarian control. Both scholars suggest that the massacre
fundamentally altered Indian perceptions of British rule and diminished the credibility of
constitutional concessions introduced during the same period. Their research provides
valuable insight into why the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms failed to generate widespread
political acceptance despite introducing significant constitutional changes.

The evolution of Indian nationalism has also been explored by R.C. Majumdar (1974),
Percival Spear (1965), and B.R. Nanda (1990). Majumdar argues that constitutional reforms
and nationalist movements developed simultaneously but often pursued conflicting
objectives. While British policymakers sought gradual constitutional adjustment, Indian
political leaders increasingly demanded complete responsible government. Spear emphasises
that the reforms introduced new political institutions that expanded opportunities for
legislative participation, debate, and political education. Nanda's study of Gandhi
demonstrates how constitutional disappointment after 1919 contributed to the transformation
of Indian nationalism into a broad-based mass movement involving diverse social groups.
Political scientists have approached the reforms from the perspective of governance and
institutional development. Paul Brass (1994) argues that colonial governments often adopted
limited constitutional reforms to accommodate political demands without surrendering
executive authority. Such arrangements, he suggests, frequently produced institutional
contradictions because representative institutions operated within authoritarian administrative
frameworks. Similarly, Francine Frankel (1978) observes that colonial constitutional reforms
were designed to balance political participation with imperial stability. These interpretations
provide an important theoretical framework for understanding the dual character of the
Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms as both instruments of constitutional change and mechanisms
of colonial control.

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Methodology

The present study adopts a qualitative historical research methodology to examine the
relationship between the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms and the evolution of Indian
nationalism in the aftermath of the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre. Since the research seeks to
interpret constitutional developments, political responses, and administrative changes within
their historical context, a qualitative approach is considered the most appropriate. Rather than
relying on statistical measurement, the study emphasizes the systematic examination of
historical documents, archival records, constitutional texts, parliamentary debates, and
scholarly interpretations to construct a comprehensive understanding of constitutional change
during the late colonial period.

Historical research is particularly suitable because the events under investigation occurred
more than a century ago and cannot be examined through surveys or experimental methods.
The methodology focuses on identifying patterns of political development, constitutional
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transformation, and administrative evolution by critically analysing contemporary records
alongside modern historical scholarship. The study follows the principles of historical
inquiry, including source criticism, contextual interpretation, triangulation of evidence, and
comparative analysis.

The research also employs documentary analysis as its principal methodological technique.
Documentary analysis involves the systematic collection, classification, interpretation, and
comparison of written historical evidence. Official constitutional documents, government
reports, parliamentary proceedings, and political writings provide valuable insight into both
the intentions behind the reforms and their practical consequences. These documentary
sources are examined alongside secondary academic literature to ensure balanced
interpretation and reduce the influence of institutional or ideological bias.

The study further incorporates elements of comparative historical analysis by comparing the
nature of colonial governance before and after the implementation of the Montagu—
Chelmsford Reforms. Such comparison makes it possible to evaluate whether the reforms
represented substantive constitutional progress or merely administrative modification without
significant transfer of political authority. The comparative perspective also facilitates an
assessment of changing political attitudes following the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre.

To strengthen analytical reliability, the research adopts methodological triangulation, whereby
evidence from multiple categories of historical sources is compared before drawing
conclusions. Government reports are interpreted alongside parliamentary debates, nationalist
writings, contemporary newspapers, memoirs, and modern historical analyses. Cross-
verification among different sources minimizes interpretative bias and enhances the
credibility of historical findings.

Overall, the research methodology has been designed to combine constitutional analysis,
political history, and governance studies within a coherent analytical framework. This
integrated approach enables a comprehensive evaluation of how constitutional reforms
introduced during a period of political crisis influenced the evolution of Indian nationalism.
Research Design

The study follows a descriptive, analytical, and interpretative historical research design. The
descriptive component provides a systematic account of the constitutional developments
leading to the Government of India Act of 1919, the introduction of dyarchy, and the political
circumstances surrounding the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre. This descriptive foundation is
essential for establishing the historical context within which the reforms were introduced.

The analytical dimension examines the constitutional structure of the Montagu—Chelmsford
Reforms by evaluating their administrative provisions, institutional arrangements, and
practical implementation. Particular attention is devoted to the division between reserved and
transferred subjects, the expansion of legislative institutions, and the extent to which these
measures promoted responsible government.

The research design therefore integrates three complementary perspectives:

» Constitutional Perspective — examining the legal and institutional provisions of the
Government of India Act of 1919.
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* Administrative Perspective — evaluating the functioning of provincial governance under
dyarchy.

* Political Perspective — analysing the influence of constitutional reform on the development
of Indian nationalism.

By combining these perspectives, the research design provides a holistic understanding of
constitutional change during one of the most significant periods in India's modern history.
Data Sources

The study relies on both primary and secondary sources to ensure comprehensive historical
analysis and maintain scholarly rigour.

Primary Sources

Primary sources constitute the core empirical foundation of this research. These materials
include official constitutional documents, government reports, legislative proceedings,
administrative correspondence, and political writings produced during the period under
investigation. Major primary sources include:

» Government of India Act, 1919

* Montagu—Chelmsford Report (1918)

* Proceedings of the Imperial Legislative Council

* British Parliamentary Debates (Hansard)

* Hunter Committee Report (1920)

* Official administrative reports of provincial governments

» Speeches and writings of Edwin Montagu, Lord Chelmsford, Mahatma Gandhi, Bal
Gangadhar Tilak, Annie Besant, and other contemporary political leaders

» Contemporary newspaper reports and political pamphlets

These documents provide direct evidence regarding constitutional intentions, administrative
practices, political debates, and nationalist responses.

Secondary Sources

Secondary sources include scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles, doctoral theses,
edited volumes, and historical monographs written by modern historians and political
scientists. These materials assist in interpreting primary evidence and situating the research
within existing academic debates. Works by historians such as Bipan Chandra, Judith Brown,
Sumit Sarkar, Granville Austin, V.P. Menon, Percival Spear, and Kim A. Wagner provide
valuable analytical perspectives on constitutional development and Indian nationalism.

The combination of primary and secondary evidence enables the study to balance historical
authenticity with critical scholarly interpretation.

Sampling and Document Selection

Because the research is qualitative and historical in nature, it employs purposive sampling,
also known as judgmental sampling. Rather than selecting documents randomly, the
researcher identifies sources that are directly relevant to the constitutional reforms of 1919
and the political developments that followed the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre.

Documents were selected according to the following criteria:
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1. Historical relevance — Sources directly related to the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms, the
Government of India Act of 1919, or the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre.

2. Authenticity — Preference was given to official government publications, archival
documents, parliamentary records, and peer-reviewed academic works.

3. Scholarly significance — Documents frequently cited within constitutional history and
modern Indian historiography were prioritised.

4. Analytical value — Sources capable of explaining constitutional change, administrative
governance, or nationalist mobilisation were included.

Approximately 80—100 documentary sources were reviewed during the research process.
These included constitutional documents, parliamentary debates, committee reports,
historical monographs, journal articles, biographies, archival collections, and contemporary
political writings. Cross-referencing among multiple sources ensured consistency and
enhanced the validity of historical interpretation.

Despite these limitations, the use of multiple primary and secondary sources, methodological
triangulation, and an interdisciplinary analytical framework enhances the reliability,
credibility, and academic robustness of the findings. The methodology provides a sound
foundation for examining how constitutional reforms introduced in 1919 reshaped colonial
governance and influenced the evolution of Indian nationalism.

Table 1. Research Design

Research Description
Component
Research Title The Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms and the Evolution of Indian
Nationalism: Reassessing Constitutional Change after the Jallianwala
Bagh Massacre

Nature of Historical and Qualitative

Research

Research Descriptive, Analytical and Interpretative
Design

Research Qualitative Historical Analysis

Approach

Research Documentary Analysis and Historical Institutional Analysis
Method

Research 1917-1922 (with reference to subsequent constitutional developments
Period where necessary)

Unit of Analysis Constitutional reforms, colonial governance and nationalist responses

Research Focus | Relationship between constitutional reform and the evolution of Indian

nationalism
Analytical Content Analysis, Comparative Historical Analysis and Institutional
Technique Interpretation
Expected Critical evaluation of the impact of the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms on

1893
Volume 14 Issue 02 April - June 2026 www.ijrt.org



http://www.ijrt.org/

International Journal of Research and Technology (IJRT)

International Open-Access, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed, Online Journal

ISSN (Print): 2321-7510 | ISSN (Online): 2321-7529

| An ISO 9001:2015 Certified Journal |

Outcome constitutional development and Indian nationalism

Table 2. Primary and Secondary Sources Used in the Study

Source Category Examples Purpose of Use
Constitutional Government of India Act, 1919; To analyse constitutional
Documents Montagu—Chelmsford Report provisions

Official Reports Hunter Committee Report; Provincial To understand government

Administrative Reports policy and administrative

responses
Legislative Proceedings of the Imperial Legislative To examine constitutional
Records Council; British Parliamentary Debates debates
Political Writings Speeches and writings of Mahatma To analyse nationalist
Gandhi, Annie Besant, Bal Gangadhar reactions
Tilak, Motilal Nehru
Archival Sources Official correspondence and To verify historical events
government notifications
Books Constitutional history, colonial To provide historical
administration and Indian nationalism interpretation
Journal Articles Peer-reviewed publications To incorporate contemporary
academic scholarship
Biographies and Political leaders and British To understand individual
Memoirs administrators perspectives

Table 3. Variables and Indicators

Research Variable Indicator Expected Observation
Constitutional Reform Introduction of Dyarchy Partial transfer of administrative
responsibility
Political Representation Expansion of Legislative Increased but limited Indian
Councils participation
Colonial Governance Governor's Executive Continued British political
Authority dominance
Administrative Ministerial Responsibility Weak accountability due to
Accountability divided authority
Public Confidence Nationalist Response Declining trust after Jallianwala
Bagh
Political Mobilisation Growth of Nationalist Increased demand for self-
Movements government
Constitutional Evolution of Responsible Foundation for later constitutional
Development Government reforms
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4. RESULTS AND INTERPRETATION

The findings presented in this section are based on a qualitative analysis of constitutional
documents, official reports, parliamentary debates, contemporary political writings, and
modern historical scholarship. The analysis seeks to evaluate whether the Montagu—
Chelmsford Reforms succeeded in promoting responsible government or whether they
unintentionally accelerated the growth of Indian nationalism after the Jallianwala Bagh
Massacre. The results indicate that although the reforms introduced significant constitutional
innovations, their practical implementation was constrained by the continued dominance of
the colonial executive. Consequently, constitutional reform and political repression operated
simultaneously, creating a paradox that profoundly influenced Indian political consciousness.

Constitutional Transformation under the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms

The Government of India Act of 1919 represented the first comprehensive attempt by the
British Government to expand representative institutions while maintaining imperial
authority. The reforms enlarged legislative councils, introduced a wider electoral franchise,
and established the system of dyarchy in the provinces. Official policy described these
measures as an important step towards responsible government.

However, documentary evidence indicates that the constitutional changes were carefully
structured to preserve executive supremacy. The Governor retained overriding authority over
legislation, financial administration, and reserved subjects, while elected Indian ministers
were responsible only for transferred departments such as education, agriculture, public
health, and local self-government. This division created an appearance of political
participation without substantially reducing British administrative control.

Historical records further demonstrate that provincial ministers often experienced difficulty
implementing reforms because financial allocations remained dependent upon departments
controlled by the colonial executive. Consequently, constitutional innovation did not
necessarily translate into administrative autonomy.

The analysis therefore suggests that the reforms represented constitutional expansion rather
than constitutional transformation. Representative institutions became more visible, but the
essential balance of political power remained unchanged.

Table 4. Constitutional Changes Introduced under the Government of India Act, 1919

tituti 1 Position Befi
Constitutiona OSIHIon BEIOTE | position After 1919 | Overall Assessment
Feature 1919
Legislative Limited Expanded Moderate constitutional
Councils representation membership progress
Provincial C let ti ) ) .
r(.)V.l n01a. otiipiete excoutive Dyarchy introduced | Partial decentralisation
Administration control
FElectoral Restricted . Increased political
e Expanded franchise .. P .
Participation electorate participation
Indian Ministers Very limited role Responsible for Symbolic
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transferred subjects | administrative authority

Governor remained No substantial transfer

Executive Powers | Governor dominant )
dominant of power

Interpretation

Table 4 demonstrates that the reforms broadened constitutional participation without
fundamentally altering executive authority. While legislative institutions expanded, decision-
making powers remained concentrated in colonial administration. Thus, the constitutional
changes were evolutionary rather than revolutionary.

Administrative Consequences of Dyarchy

One of the principal objectives of the reforms was to familiarise Indian political leaders with
responsible administration. Nevertheless, the practical operation of dyarchy exposed
significant institutional weaknesses.

Documentary evidence indicates that the separation between reserved and transferred subjects
frequently produced administrative confusion. Departments responsible for education,
agriculture, and public health depended upon financial resources controlled by officials
administering reserved subjects. As a result, Indian ministers often faced criticism for
departmental shortcomings despite lacking authority over essential administrative resources.
Table 5. Administrative Impact of Dyarchy

Administrative Indicator Observed Impact Historical Interpretation
Division of Subjects Created dual authority Administrative fragmentation
Financial Control Retained by British Executive | Limited ministerial autonomy
Policy Implementation Frequently delayed Weak institutional coordination
Legislative Accountability Expanded debates Limited executive responsibility
Provincial Administration Partial decentralisation Continued colonial dominance
Interpretation

The evidence suggests that dyarchy produced administrative complexity rather than effective
decentralisation. Although Indian ministers acquired experience in governance, institutional
dependence upon colonial officials reduced administrative effectiveness.

Political Consequences after the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre

The most significant finding emerging from this study concerns the relationship between
constitutional reform and nationalist politics. The implementation of the Montagu—
Chelmsford Reforms coincided with widespread public outrage following the Jallianwala
Bagh Massacre. This coincidence profoundly influenced public perceptions of British
constitutional policy.

Before April 1919 many moderate political leaders continued to hope that gradual
constitutional reform might eventually lead to responsible government. The massacre
fundamentally altered these expectations. Public confidence in British justice declined
sharply, while constitutional concessions introduced during the same period were
increasingly viewed as inadequate and politically insincere.
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Contemporary speeches by Mahatma Gandhi, Motilal Nehru, C.R. Das, Annie Besant, and
other nationalist leaders demonstrate a growing belief that constitutional reforms without
political accountability could not satisfy Indian aspirations. This political transformation
ultimately contributed to the launch of the Non-Cooperation Movement in 1920.

Table 6. Political Impact on Indian Nationalism

Bef 1li 1
Political Dimension efore Jallianwala After Jallianwala Bagh
Bagh
Public Confidence in British Rule Moderate Significantly declined
Support for Constitutional Reform Relatively favourable Increasingly sceptical
Nationalist Mobilisation Moderate Rapid expansion
Demand for Responsible Immediate and
Gradual )
Government widespread
titutional M litical
Political Leadership Consti u 1‘0na ass‘p‘o 1.1ca
negotiation mobilisation
Interpretation

Table 6 clearly illustrates the transformation of Indian political opinion after April 1919. The
massacre weakened confidence in constitutional gradualism and encouraged broader support
for nationalist movements demanding complete political self-government.

The findings therefore support the alternative hypothesis of the study: while the Montagu—
Chelmsford Reforms introduced notable constitutional changes, their limited scope and
implementation in the aftermath of the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre substantially contributed
to the growth of Indian nationalism and reshaped the trajectory of India's constitutional and
political development.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms occupy a
paradoxical position in the constitutional history of British India. On the one hand, they
represented the most comprehensive constitutional changes introduced by the British
Government before the Government of India Act of 1935. On the other hand, their practical
implementation revealed the inherent limitations of colonial constitutionalism. Although the
reforms expanded representative institutions and introduced Indians into provincial
administration through the system of dyarchy, they stopped far short of establishing
responsible government. The contradiction between constitutional concessions and continued
executive dominance became particularly evident in the political environment created by the
Jallianwala Bagh Massacre.

The constitutional philosophy underlying the reforms rested upon the British belief in gradual
political development. The Montagu Declaration of 1917 had promised the progressive
realization of responsible government, and the Government of India Act of 1919 was
presented as the first substantial step toward fulfilling that commitment. From the perspective
of British policymakers, dyarchy was intended to function as a constitutional experiment
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through which Indian leaders could gain administrative experience before assuming greater
political responsibility. This gradualist approach reflected broader imperial thinking, which
regarded constitutional development as a controlled and evolutionary process.

The findings also suggest that constitutional institutions cannot be evaluated solely by their
legal provisions. Their effectiveness depends equally upon political legitimacy and public
confidence. In 1919, the introduction of constitutional reforms coincided with one of the most
traumatic episodes of colonial rule—the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre. The massacre
fundamentally altered Indian perceptions of British governance by exposing the gap between
constitutional promises and administrative practice. While the British Government announced
reforms intended to encourage political participation, the use of military force against
unarmed civilians conveyed an entirely different message regarding the nature of colonial
authority. This contradiction weakened the credibility of constitutional reform and
strengthened nationalist criticism.

The study further demonstrates that the political consequences of the reforms extended
beyond their immediate constitutional objectives. Rather than reducing nationalist demands,
the limited nature of the reforms encouraged broader political mobilisation. Moderate leaders
who had previously favoured constitutional negotiation increasingly questioned the sincerity
of British commitments to responsible government. Mahatma Gandhi's leadership of the
Non-Cooperation Movement reflected this transformation. Constitutional politics gradually
gave way to mass political mobilisation, civil disobedience, and demands for complete self-
government.

The Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms attempted to reconcile imperial control with
representative institutions. Instead, they highlighted the contradictions of colonial governance
and encouraged demands for complete constitutional independence. This historical
experience offers broader lessons for the study of constitutional transitions in colonial and
post-colonial societies, where institutional legitimacy depends upon the meaningful transfer
of political authority rather than symbolic constitutional change.

The long-term constitutional significance of the reforms should therefore be viewed from two
complementary perspectives. Institutionally, they introduced mechanisms of representative
government that influenced subsequent constitutional developments, including the
Government of India Act of 1935. Politically, they accelerated the evolution of Indian
nationalism by convincing many political leaders that meaningful self-government could not
be achieved within the existing colonial constitutional framework. In this sense, the reforms
simultaneously represented both the culmination of British constitutional gradualism and the
beginning of a new phase in India's struggle for independence.

6. CONCLUSION

The Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms constitute one of the most significant constitutional
experiments in the history of British India. Introduced through the Government of India Act
of 1919, they sought to reconcile increasing Indian demands for political participation with
the British objective of maintaining imperial authority. The reforms expanded legislative
institutions, enlarged the electoral system, and introduced provincial dyarchy, thereby
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creating new opportunities for Indian participation in governance. These innovations
represented important constitutional developments and marked a departure from earlier
patterns of centralized colonial administration.
Nevertheless, the findings of this study demonstrate that the reforms did not establish genuine
responsible government. The division between reserved and transferred subjects preserved
British control over the most influential departments of administration, including finance,
police, revenue, and law and order. Indian ministers exercised responsibility without adequate
authority, resulting in administrative fragmentation, limited accountability, and policy
constraints. Consequently, the constitutional framework introduced by the reforms remained
fundamentally inconsistent with democratic principles of executive responsibility.
Despite their immediate shortcomings, the Montagu—Chelmsford Reforms had lasting
constitutional importance. They introduced representative institutions, ministerial experience,
electoral practices, and legislative procedures that contributed to the evolution of India's
constitutional system. The practical difficulties encountered under dyarchy also influenced
later constitutional reforms, particularly the Government of India Act of 1935, which granted
greater provincial autonomy and addressed several institutional weaknesses identified during
the operation of dyarchy.
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