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Abstract

The military power was the major source of British 
supremacy as a colonial power. But in India a different 
pattern was emerged when an indigenous force officered by 
the British was used to colonise its own motherland and then 
its role was extended as the guarantor of the Imperial rule. 
As it was predominantly an army of natives officered by the 
British, therefore a special pattern of recruitment was 
followed to use the warrior potential of some of the classes 
and to ensure uninterrupted supply of the loyal manpower. 
This force started as the presidency armies of East India 
Company and was developed into a modern, well organised 
and well equipped army in the course of evolution as the 
Royal Indian Army. It passed through a complex process of 
evolution, organisation and re-organisation motivated by 
challenges confronted by the British Raj in India. The revolt 
of 1857 made them scared of imparting such a training which 
could endanger their rule therefore they did not equip it with 
sophisticated arms and training equivalent to that of their 
British counterparts. It was only due to expediency of the 
World War I and II that they had to review their policy to 
meet the challenges to the Imperial rule all over the world. 
This paper studies the importance of the Indian Army to the 
British rule, the process of formation, evolution, organisation 
and Indianisation of the Royal Indian Army under the British 
rule. It also studies that how British structured a unique 
recruitment policy to channelize the warrior potential of the 
people and especially of the Northern India to ensure supply 
of manpower and earn their loyalty to advance their 
Imperial interests till 1947.1
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Introduction 

The Indian Army performed dual functions for the British 
Raj: one was the security of the Empire on the Indian borders 
as well as on the international fronts; the other as the 
instrument to help the civil administration to maintain law 
and order and to deal with communal and political violence. 
The emergence of the Indian political parties in the late 19th

century demanded more representation in government. The 
rising level of political awareness among the educated people, 
trained under the western education system, aggravated the 
feelings that the state institutions including both the military 
and bureaucracy should have more Indians in the decision 
making positions. The British were aware of the need of a 
sophisticated force but it was difficult for them to absorb the 
idea of a well equipped Indian Army controlled by the Indians 
themselves. It would have been a direct threat to their rule in 
India. Therefore the Indian Army was reorganised again and 
again but the process of Indianisation remained awfully slow.

Evolution

The force which proved itself a strong instrument in 
colonisation process later launched by the East India 
Company (EIC) was the Bengal Presidency Army of the EIC. It 
won the first landmark victory when it unexpectedly defeated 
Nawab Sarajudaullah, the Viceroy of Bengal in the Battle of 
Plassy in 1757. After 1857, when British Crown took over India 
as a colony, it worked as the custodian of the British Raj inside 
and outside India. In fact India proved a source of cheap 
manpower to fight for the Imperial designs at the cost of the 
Indian revenues.2

The EIC employed watchmen and armed guards to protect 
its trading posts. The number of post increased with the 
increasing number of trade facilities, which required 
reorganisation of these armed guards into companies and 
battalions. The presence of the British armies in Europe was 
imperative therefore the only alternative was to raise native 
units and train them on European lines. Raising local armies 
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was originally a French idea3 which was taken up by Lord 
Clive, an Englishman who first raised a regular army battalion 
in India. This first battalion was consisted of the soldiers 
recruited from various factions of the Indian society together 
with the old company guards. Due to the non-availability of 
the British officers initially those battalions were commanded 
by the Indians who were later replaced by the British officers.4

The Indians were then reduced to the lower ranks only. The 
name of Sepohy armies was actually the anglicised version of 
the local word Sepohy used for solider. The Sepohy armies 
were trained, well equipped and organised. They basically 
served the two purposes; one was the strengthening of the 
EIC’s three main fortified trading posts in India; and secondly 
they dealt with the unorganized and poorly trained armies of 
the local rulers and provided solid grounds to the 
establishment of EIC’s rule in India.5

Each of the EIC post had to maintain its own independent 
force due to the distant location from each other. As each 
trading post was called a Presidency, therefore its army was 
known to be the Presidency army. The Bengal Presidency6

Army covered the area from the Bay of Bengal to the northern 
boarders of India up to Afghanistan. The Madras Presidency7

Army covered the main trading facility in St. George (Madras), 
Hyderabad and central provinces. Burma was also included in 
its area after its annexation with British India. The Bombay 
Presidency army8 included Bombay, Sindh, Rajputana and 
Aden. Eden commission also recommended the amalgamation 
of these presidency armies but it could not be implemented 
and despite heavy criticism they maintained the separate 
existence. It was not before 1895 when they were combined 
together.9 Before 1848, all armies were having separate 
commands till the time when General Stinger Lawrence was 
designated as the first Commander-in-Chief to these armies. 
He organised, trained and armed these ‘Sepohy’ armies 
officered by the Europeans and earned the well deserved title
of the Father of British Indian Army.10 However he was not 
having any defecto control over the two armies other than the 
Bengal Army was due to the distance involved.
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Pervaiz Iqbal Cheema wrote that the Sepohy armies were 
small in number but superior in training, discipline and arms 
as compared to the large, indiscipline and corrupt armies of 
the local rulers. They were trained on regular basis for using 
arms and fighting in formations. They were also looked after, 
while the soldiers of native armies were under paid and poorly 
manned. The British officers were trained in British Military 
academies while the officers of the native armies used to be 
the members of the local royal family and their close 
associates. In most of the cases the Commander-in-Chief used 
to be the ruler himself or the Crown Prince of the state. There 
were no arrangement of any comprehensive training for both 
officers and ranks compatible to that received by the British 
officers and even the Sepohy armies. The outstanding 
performances by some local rulers were owed to their personal 
traits and not the outcome of discipline or training.11 However 
it was not true for Hayder Ali and his son Tipu Sultan.12 Both 
were outstanding generals and trained their army on the 
professional lines. Marathas13 and Nizam14 also established 
well trained armies with the help of the French. 

Colonisation by the EIC

Weakening authority of the Mughals and the consequent 
autonomy of different provinces of their empire, anarchy, 
mismanagement, palace intrigue, poor administration and 
weakness of local armies soon tempted the EIC to take 
advantages of the local situation and extend its rule beyond 
their trading facilities. The defeat of Nawab Sarajudaulla in 
Plassy was the first outstanding success attributed to the 
shrewdness of Robert Clive15 as well as strength of Bengal 
Presidency army. This victory was followed by the conclusive 
battle between the EIC and the French which ended in the 
French eviction from India. After that the EIC troops, which 
were consisted of the Royal troops, Company’s European 
troops and Indian troops, were reorganised into a regular 
army. It was sizably grown to 46,000 personnel.16
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The dawn of 19th Century saw a much expanded territorial 
control of the EIC in India. It was the result of political 
manoeuvring, manipulation and active military campaigns 
were kindled by discontentment in the army in one form or 
the other. These feelings were due to EIC’s trade oriented 
policies which generated grievances among the Indians 
serving as ranks in the EIC army. There were four small scale 
eruptions in the army during the period of 1844-1857 which 
were handled easily by the authorities. The first large scale 
uprising which transferred India into a Crown Colony was the 
War of Independence in 1857. It was the proclamation of a 
new era of authority and conciliation.17  

Having confidence, sense of superiority and some fear of 
local revolt again, the British decided not to provoke the 
religious sentiments of the Indians. They took certain 
measures to create a class of vested interest as their 
collaborators. One move was the confirmation of the land 
settlements of Lord Cornwallis18 and other was to give due 
recognition to more than 500 princely states, which were 
scattered all over India, to use them as breakwaters against 
any possible attempt of revolt in future. The rest of the 
country was controlled through a very professional civil 
service which was mainly consisted of the Englishmen and the 
subordinate posts were filled with the locals.19 Despite all 
these arrangements, the British realised that India could not 
be administered without an organised military again officered 
by Englishmen with sub-ordinate native force. Thus the first 
task they took after 1857 was the reorganisation of the armies.

The armies of the EIC had to pass through a major 
organisational change in the post-War of Independence 
period with the transformation of India into a Crown Colony. 
First in 1859 Peel Commission and then in 1879 Eden 
Commission was established to provide guideline to conduct 
those changes. These commissions laid a stress on the need of 
maintaining a professional and loyal army to rule over India. 
As the Bengal Army was largely involved in 1857’s uprising, 
therefore, it had to face major organisational changes. The 
distinction between European and British troops ended 
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gradually. These armies were maintained separately but the 
position of the Commander-in-Chief was strengthened. Since 
the presence of large number of Indians proved to be a threat 
for the British rule, therefore it was also recommended to 
raise the strength of the British troops and giving them full 
control over fighting arms specially the artillery.20 Prior to 
1857, the ethnic composition of the army was five Indians to 
one European. On the recommendation of Peel Commission 
this proportion was readjusted to about two to one. Therefore 
the Royal Indian Army was adjusted with slightly over 60,000 
British as compared to 120,000 Indians.21 The War of 
Independence 1857, generally regarded as a Sepohy Mutiny in 
military slang, transformed all the company’s European 
regiments to the service of the Crown. The decision was 
resisted by both officers and ranks against the transfer of their 
services without being consulted before taking decision. These 
protests were called as white mutiny.22

In addition to these residency armies the EIC also raised 
two frontier forces to defend some of the problematic areas of 
India. To deal with Baloch tribesmen, the Sindh Frontier 
Force was set up in 1846 as a part of the Bombay army for the 
control and command purposes.23 North-western border was 
the most sensitive area of the empire. The Punjab Frontier 
Force was established in 1849 to deal with the situation in that 
area. Initially it was controlled by the Foreign Department of 
India through the Lieutenant Governor of the Punjab.24 Later 
in 1886, it was included in the Bengal Army. Its separate 
status was ended in 1903, when it was merged into the Indian 
Army.25

The joint army was divided into four commands, each 
headed by a Lieutenant General with a strong control of 
Commander-in-Chief. The areas of Bombay and Madras 
armies were maintained under the Bombay and Madras 
command respectively while the Bengal army was divided into 
two: Punjab command and Bengal command. The three staff 
corps were abolished and the title Indian Army was officially 
adopted from 1st January, 1903.26 The Sepohy and officers 



The Royal Indian Army, Evolution & Organisation: An Appraisal

Margalla Papers 201154

were also re-designated as the officers and ranks of the Indian 
army.27

Recruitment Policy

Initially the recruitment in EIC army was not restricted to 
any particular class or religion. The Madras and Bombay 
armies were recruited mostly from their presidency areas. The 
Bengal army also followed the same pattern until the 2nd half 
of the 18th century when the recruitment policy was shifted 
from the territorial to the class composition. There was a 
major shift in recruitment policy in the post-War of 
Independence period. The previous centres of recruitment like 
Bengal, Bombay and Madras were discarded and North-
Western region of India became the new source of 
recruitment. This pattern continued during the last three 
decades of the 19th century and later in the early decades of the 
20th century. The selection of a few classes and the rejection of 
the previous stock for recruitment shaped the Martial Race 
Theory28 which was consciously popularised and publicised by 
Lord Roberts (1885-1893), then the Commander-in-Chief of 
the Indian Army.29 It is one of the most debated theories in 
India, abandoned by the British themselves in the World War 
I and the World War II, but restored again after the end of 
wars.30

The new pattern facilitated the recruitment of the high 
caste Hindus both Brahmins and Rajputs from Agra, Oudh 
and Bihar. Later the Punjabi and Ghurkhas also served as the 
major sources of strength for the Bengal army making caste 
and religion biases quite prominent in this army.31 The Indian 
society was already divided in the castes and classes. The 
division was based on their functions and status in the society. 
The caste consciousness was more in Northern India as 
compared to Southern India. The Brahmans were the ruling 
class and Khashtriya were considered to be the warriors. Both 
belonged to the landed elite, much before the start of the 
imperial rule.32 Noor-ul-Haq contended that this policy was 
adopted “to ignore the politically conscious Indians and 
favour some selected lower status groups, such as Jats, by 
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taking them into the army.”33 However, it was designed to get 
rid of those classes who remained involved in uprising in 1857 
and replaced them with the more loyal classes. The intention 
was to use their potential as a warrior maintaining a 
dependable army for the defence of the Northern borders 
against Russia and served the imperial goals without 
questioning the British authority.

The argument that some of the classes were exhausted 
their warrior potential and required to be replaced by the 
other one was also not acceptable because history is evident 
that after the battle of Plassy ,the EIC continued to be in a 
constant state of war in India in its conquest of territory. 
Though their successes were not fully attributed to its 
powerful military only but fact remained there that it served 
as a major source that was why it was called as the sword of 
British Raj. Therefore how the warrior potential of their 
soldiers could be exhausted.    

Tan Tai Young gives another explanation of the motives to 
emphasise the Martial Race Theory. He argues that it was 
introduced to maintain a social base and permanent supply of 
manpower for the army in India, since it was a native army 
performing duties for a foreign rule. The soldiers in uniform 
were not motivated by the sense of patriotism and sacrifices 
but their services were hired against material gains, therefore 
it was crucial to maintain a social base for such mercenary 
force. Therefore they established a political economy to 
integrate military men with his home as a source of strength 
for his services in the army. It was not only to ensure flow of 
the recruitment but also to protect the interests of the military 
population as a whole including recruits, soldiers, pensioners 
and their families.34 This is true for the Punjab especially 
because it was having a central position in the security policy 
of the Raj to face the threat from Russia. Though the list of 
martial races included those from central India also but since 
the Punjab was the front line state in the Imperial security 
designs, its society was more integrated as a source of 
recruitment for the Indian Army. The special economic 
treatment and administrative structure was also followed to 
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ensure the recruitment and loyalty of the soldiers through a 
special culture of pride which came through military services 
generation after generation. The province was already 
militarised being on the major route from Central Asia to the 
India but the assurance of loyalty and permanent supply of the 
man power for mercenary services was actually a crucial task 
successfully done by the British.

Indianisation 

The term Indianisation as defined by Lieutenant General 
G. MacMunn referred to that of giving command positions to 
the Indians and enabling them to share the higher ranks 
hitherto held by the British officers.35 Those positions were 
with the Indians at the time of irregular troops of the EIC. 
They were successful against the Indian forces but when they 
had to fight with the great Maratha forces trained by the 
French; there was a need to have more Europeans to 
command. The British government continued the pattern after 
suppression of the rebels of mutiny in the form of irregular 
frontier force when old Sikh officers and their sons were 
serving in a brilliant manner. The sharing border with Russia 
posed a serious challenge demanding a modern and 
scientifically trained army led by the British officers. Indo-
Afghan war 1878-80, further enhanced the realisation of 
Russian threat. But now the enemy was not internal. 
Therefore British did not dare to take any risk as far as the 
Indian defence on northern border was concerned.36

Indianisation of the Royal Indian army was a long awaited 
goal which could partially be materialised till the end of the 
British rule in India. A complete Indian force accountable to 
the Indian legislature was not the idea absorbable to the 
British rulers sitting in London. They were hardly convinced 
to accept that the Indians could effectively command the 
army. The Report of the Political and Military Committee of 
the Council of India stated that the Indians should be 
commanded by the British officers.37 It was due to the fact that 
the Royal Indian Army was used to advance the imperial 
policy goals at the cost of Indian revenues and they were sent 
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for military campaigns outside India even during the period of 
the EIC. Before the World War I they fought in Abyssinia, 
Afghanistan, Burma, China, Egypt and East Africa.38 While in 
the World War I the Indian army performed duties in Egypt, 
Palestine, Persia, France and East Africa. The same pattern 
continued in the World War II and Indian troops were sent to 
Burma, Malaysia, Iraq, Abyssinia, Syria, North Africa, Hong 
Kong and Italy.39 Though the Government of India under Lord 
Dufferin,40 Lord Elgain41 and Lord Curzon42 raised objections 
repeatedly but the reason was not to raise any voice against 
that worse form of imperialism or demand for decolonisation. 
It was merely due to financial considerations on the part of the 
Government of India about the military expenditures.43

British had this realisation that a more Indianied force 
responsible to the Indian legislature would pose more 
resistance against its use as an imperial force. 

Lord Curzon, a strong supporter of colonialism, defined 
three functions of the army: 

 To Preserve internal peace; 

 The defence of Indian borders; and

 To get ready for imperial services round the globe.

Curzon’ s efforts to consolidate the military for serving the 
imperial power and recruitment of nobility through the 
Imperial Cadet Corps proved to be the first step towards the 
Indianisation of the officers corps of the Royal Indian Army. 
He and General Viscount Kitchener took the task of 
reorganisation of the army to enable it to meet the perceived 
Russian threat from the western border. He introduced many 
reforms which could be categorised first move towards the 
Indianisation, though not motivated by any sympathy with 
Indians but purely in the interests of the British imperialism. 
An important step was the unification of the four commands 
and the Indian soldiers were rearmed and allowed to use 303 
Magazine rifle. The artillery consisted of locals was 
reorganised into four battalions having two companies each. 
For internal administration local officers continued to be the 
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in-charge but in war and parade the British officers were the 
commanders.44

Almost all the departments of the army were reformed 
including departments like the Remount Horse Breading, the 
Army Medical Corps, the Army Bearer Corps, the Field 
Artillery and the Infantry. Lord Curzon also organised an 
imperial cadet corps in 190145 to build up a portion of Indian 
officers coming from the previous ruling class and nobility of 
India. These members of nobility who were educated in chief 
collages were inducted through a special form of Kings 
Commission in His Majesty’s Native Indian Land Forces and 
were entitled to command the Indian troops only. Knowing 
the importance of education for the army officers, Lord 
Kitchener also established a Staff College on the pattern of 
Camberley Staff College and it was shifted to Quetta next year. 
They also recommended Rupees Seven Carors for expansion 
of the Indian Ordnance Factories.46

Lord Curzon and Lord Kitchener were working with 
harmony and they had done a lot in the limited time but later 
a disagreement developed over the issue of the unification of 
the army administration under the Commander-in-Chief. 
Lord Kitchener was of the opinion that the dual system in 
which departments of the Supply, Transport, Remount and 
Ordnance was under one command while fighting arms under 
another command would be a failure. He strongly supported 
the abolition of the dual system and combining all the military 
administration under one person who had to serve as the 
Commander-in-Chief and the War Member of the Viceroy’s 
Executive Council.47 Since Curzon was against concentration 
of powers in one hand, he resigned in 1905 after a tussle which 
was settled against his will by the British authorities in 
London.48 That incident established the supremacy of the 
Commander-in-Chief in the internal matters of the military, a 
practice which continued in the Pakistan army after 1947 as a 
legacy of the Royal Indian Army.  
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Lord Kitchener continued the process of reorganisation of 
the army by changing the army’s four commands into the 
army corps command, each comprising of two or more 
divisions. He also reorganised the army headquarters under 
the direct control of the Commander-in-Chief and divided it 
into 5 sections. Every section was headed by a Principal Staff
Officer, a Quarters Master General, an Adjutant General, a 
Principal Medical Officer and a Military Secretary. In fact 
these reforms transformed the Royal Indian Army into a 
modern military and also enabled it to fight in the World War 
I in Europe.49

The World War I gave Indians confidence to demand more 
concessions from the British government towards more self-
government which the latter accepted under the War 
pressures. They announced to increase more Indian 
participation in the self-governing institutions which would be 
progressively developed in India as a part of British Empire.50

The Indians were inducted in the services of India in civil 
sector but amazingly they were kept out of the Indian Army’s 
officer corps till 1917. This announcement sanctioned the 
induction of more Indians in administration.51

The British were so much sensitive for the Indian Army 
that they did not want even to empower the Viceroy of India to 
appoint the Commander-in-Chief of India despite the fact that 
the office was reserved for the British only. He was appointed 
by the His Majesty Government on the recommendation of the 
Chief of General Staff of the Imperial Forces.52 While the 
Indian members of the Legislative Council wanted to transfer 
this control from the Indian government to the Indian 
Legislature.53 The Montagu-Chelmsford Report recommended 
that keeping the expanded size of the Indian Army in the post-
World War I position, it was imperative to grant commission 
to a considerable number of Indians. As a result of these 
recommendations a cadet school was established at Indore for 
Indian cadets and ten vacancies were also allotted to Indians 
at Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst.54 But this spirit 
eroded at the end of war and the cadet school at Indore was 
closed.55  Later the Eisher Committee rejected the broad-
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based recruitment policy while totally ignoring the question of 
Indianisation.56 This report practically placed the process of 
the Indianisation into cold storage. 

The second wave of reorganisation was undertaken after 
the World War I when transport corps, medical corps, 
territorial and auxiliary forces were reformed. By 
amalgamation of existing units of cavalry, the number of 
regiments was reduced from 39 to 21. Infantry was also 
reorganised. In 1930 there was a controversy among the 
British officers for the mechanisation of the Indian Army. 
Around half of the officers were in favour and the others were 
against, not considering Indian soldiers competent enough for 
that purpose. The Chatfield Commission gave positive 
recommendations to resolve the controversy proposing 
mechanisation of the army. The army was reverted to the pre-
war strength in that reorganisation. They also proposed that 
much of the cost of mechanisation would be paid by the 
British government.57 But this report could not be 
implemented because of the World War II.

The Indian Legislative Assembly passed a resolution in 
1921 that at least 25 per cent of the King’s commission should 
be granted to the Indians.58 In another resolution they 
demanded the establishment of a military college in India at 
par with Sandhurst.59 The Indian political parties demanded 
more Indians in the officer cadre.60 In response to these 
demands, Lord Rawlinson, the then Commander-in-Chief, 
established a committee in 1923 for this purpose in his 
headship. Rawlinson Report presented an idea of 
Indigenisation of 08 units within a period of 30 years, an early 
formulation of the Indian Military College (IMC) and a 
gradual decrease of the British officers and the Viceroy 
Commission officers. If the Indian officers would be 
recommended commission equivalent to dominion 
commission, they would be trained in the IMC. This report 
was rejected by the British Prime Minister Lloyd George when 
Sir Claude Jacob (Military Member of the Council of India) 
explained that Government of India’s proposals were based on 
the assumption that India should be ultimately handed over to 
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the Indians.61 The Prime Minister clearly assigned that duty to 
Sir Jacob to convey to everyone in India that “It was the 
irrevocable intention of the HMG to see the British 
ascendancy and British rule in India are maintained.”62 Lord 
Robinson also justified his support for the territorial Indian 
Army instead of early indigenisation of the Royal Indian 
Army.63

The British Prime Minister hastily responded by taking it 
against the imperial interests in India. This plan was practical 
but awfully slow since the scheme covered just eight units to 
be indigenised over a period of three decades.64 Nonetheless it 
was ballpark almost a century’s period to Indianise the whole 
army. According to this plan, all junior officers would be the 
Indians and through the course of promotion all the officers 
would be Indians with the passage of time.65 Though it 
practically started the indigenisation of officer cadre of the 
army but the Indian political parties did not consider the pace 
of the process satisfactory. The policy of creating an Indian 
territorial force as European auxiliary force also created a 
serious controversy. 

Esher committee was formed to improve the situation but 
its report totally ignored the question of the Indianisation of 
the officer corps and recommended to facilitate the sons of 
officers having Viceroy’s Commission at the Prince of Wales 
College at Dera Dun before selection at Sandhurst, to reward 
their loyalty. By September 1920, the auxiliary force was 
established through law as it was considered inevitable for the 
maintenance of British authority in India.66

The Simon Commission, its response by the Indian 
political parties and Nehru Report caused second wave of local 
pressure for Indianisation of the institutions. Nehru Report 
demanded self governing, dominion status and transfer of the 
Indian Army under the control of the Indian Defence 
Minister.67 Rejecting Nehru Report on the account of anti-
Muslim clauses, Jinnah advocated the Muslim cause in the 
form of his Fourteen Points and demanded adequate share for 
the Indian Muslims in all the services of the state.68 The 
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British government also rejected Nehru report, so as the 
demand to hand over the military under the control of civilian 
Defence Minister.

To investigate the problems of Indianisation of the 
military, Skeen committee was appointed under the chair of 
Sir Andrew Skeen. The report was unanimous this time (in 
contrast to that of Esher Committee where both Indian 
members were maintaining opposite views) because its sub-
committee consisted of the Indian legislators M. A. Jinnah, 
Moti Lal Nehru and three others who wanted to work for the 
Indianisation of the army and not let the opportunity go in 
vain. The Skeen Committee submitted its report with radical 
recommendations including the abandonment of the eight 
unit scheme, increasing vacancies for the Indians at Sandhurst 
from 20 to 38, the grant of King’s commission to the Indians, 
formation of an Indian military college by the end of 1933, 
scholarships provided for expansion of the Indian Officers 
Corps and provided the chances of upward mobility for the 
rural classes which were the source of soldiery for the Royal 
Indian Army. It also recommended 08 vacancies for the 
Indians at the Royal College of Artillery at Woolwich and 25 
for Cranwell to create an Indianise artillery and air force.69

The Council of India and the Government of India were 
already committed to 20 seats for the Indians in Sandhurst 
and some seats at Cranwell and Woolwich. What made them 
alarmed was the demanded principle of the racial equality.70

Therefore most of the recommendations of Skeen Committee 
were ignored by the Government of India and even the Indian 
Military Academy could not be established before October 
1932 in Dera Dun, that too on the recommendation of the 
Defence sub-committee of the Indian Roundtable Conference. 
The graduates of Indian Military Academy were designated as 
Indian Commissioned Officers and that commission was valid 
only in India carrying low salary and allowances as compared 
to the Indian Officers with King’s commission passed out from 
Sandhurst.71

The outbreak of the World War II was a crisis for British. 
The Japanese advances in Asia, Subahsh Chander Boss’s 



Amna Mahmood Sandhu

Margalla Papers 2011 63

Indian National Army (INA), Gandhi’s Quit India Movement 
and Muslim League’s ‘Divide and Quit’ were all challenges on 
the internal front at the time when the British government 
needed desperately the Indian cooperation on the external 
front. Therefore the HMG offered concessions to the Indian 
political parties by sending Cripps Mission to India. But its 
proposals were rejected by both the Indian National Congress 
and the All India Muslim League. One of the positive 
outcomes of Cripps Mission was the new Defence Department 
of India.72 Though Lord Wavell, the Commander-in-Chief, was 
showing distrust on the issue of handing over the defence 
department to an Indian, Sir Feroz Khan Noon was appointed 
its first minister.73 But this department was virtually having 
no control over the army, its operational capacity and strategic 
planning. It was merely concerned with the areas which were 
laid in the periphery of defence like military land, garrison, 
printing, distribution of medals, civil defence and air raid 
precautions etc.74

In June 1943, Sir Claude Auchinleck and then after a few 
months Lord Wavell took over the offices of the Commander-
in-Chief and the Viceroy of India respectively. Sir Auchinleck 
accelerated the pace of dreadfully slow process of 
Indianisation of the military. He also pointed out that the 
HMG had already announced the independence of India after 
the World War II, then what was depicted by giving the British 
officers permanent commission in the Indian Army. In place 
of permanent commission to the British officers he proposed a 
system of secondment to them as an alternate. He proposed to 
sustain limited number of the Indian officers who were 
granted emergency commission during the World War II as 
permanent commissioned officers. The British Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill wanted to reduce the Indian army around 
at least half a million and was cautious about the quality and 
loyalty of the military personal. Nonetheless he wanted to 
revert to the Martial Race Theory which was abandoned under 
the expediencies of the World War II.75 Lord Attlee, the Prime 
Minister of the Labour government in London approved the 
Auchinleck proposals immediately which enabled Auchinleck 
to accelerate Indianisation process and the reorganisation that 
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could facilitate in case of the liberation of India. The division 
of the Indian Army into two successor states was beyond 
vision of Auchinleck. All the efforts of Auchinleck and the 
senior British command could not stop the division of the 
Indian Army into the armies of the two successor states India 
and Pakistan as an ostensible part of partition plan of India in 
1947.76                                                                                                                                           

Conclusion

The formation and development of an army as an imperial 
force was inevitable to establish and maintain colonial rule in 
India. This Army played an important role in establishment of 
British rule in India and then acted as the custodian of Raj. It 
also played as a supporter of the civil administration from 
time to time.

The process of evolution of the Royal Indian Army was 
long, complex and motivated by defence requirements of the 
British Imperial rule in India and around. The ultimate 
product was a strong force which not only guaranteed the 
British rule in India but also served its interests all over the 
world. The process of the reorganisation continued in the 20th

century to enhance the fighting potential of the organisation 
which facilitated the process of indigenisation of the army in a 
limited way as a by-product. The World War I and the World 
War II were the testimony of the British power and without 
the Indian Army it was not possible for them to claim a 
victory.

The British wanted to maintain their strategic interests in 
the Indian Ocean and also keep their borders secure against 
any threat from Russia. They wanted to use Afghanistan as a 
buffer zone between India and Russia. After proclamation of 
the former USSR, it became more important as it shared 
almost direct borders separated by a narrow strip of the 
Afghan territory with a Communist Empire which had already 
exhibited its expansionist designs. The agreement of peace 
with Russian and Afghanistan did not reduce the need for a 
strong military to protect the borders. Moreover the role of the 
military to curb the law and order problems in India in the 
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wake of rising political activity, ethnic and religious 
polarisation between Hindu and Muslims, demand for self-
government and uprising of tribes on northern border became 
highly significant for maintenance of the Imperial rule in 
India.

The British established a unique type of civil-military 
relations in which principally the military was subordinated to 
the civilian government but at the same time they were 
supporter of their policies and acted as an instrument of 
policy. In the absence of sovereignty the military was 
accountable to the HMG in London while operating in India as 
almost the equal partner of the civil government. Though the 
Commander-in-Chief was responsible to the Governor 
General but as a member of the Indian legislative member and 
sole administrator of the Indian Army, he was all powerful in 
the military affairs. As the Indian legislature could exercise no 
control over the military strategic planning and expenditures, 
the military affairs were virtually out of bounds for the 
Indians, leaving the Governor General and the Commander-
in-Chief all in all in the military affairs. Even the Government 
of India Act 1935, which provided a semi-self government in 
the centre and provinces, kept defence department under the 
Viceroy’s control directly along with the foreign affairs.

The peculiar feature of the British Imperial Rule in India 
was the evolution of an Indian force which not only colonise 
India but later helped to maintain the imperial rule in their 
motherland. It was hard to maintain the supply of manpower 
for an army service which was not motivated by the 
patriotism, defence of cast, clan and region. But the British 
raised a social base for the recruitment of this army and 
ensured the permanent supply of loyal man power through 
Martial Race Theory. The Royal Indian Army as a professional 
organisation served successfully till 1947 as the sword of 
British rule.
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