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The Government of India Act, 1919
Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms

The Government of India Act was passed in British Parliament, which was mainly based on the
recommendations of the combined report of the Secretary of the State, Edwin Montagu and the
Governor General/Viceroy of India, Lord Frederic Thesiger (commonly known as Lord of
Chelmsford). The chief purpose, or should it be said, the sole purpose of this Act was to ensure
Indians of their representation in the Government. Knowing the circumstances, it becomes quite
clear that this Act was the result of diplomacy and a series of events at World level.

The Montagu Declaration:

On 20 August 1917, the Secretary of the State, Montagu stated in a declaration in the House of
Commons, which is well known as “The Montagu Declaration”, that- The policy of the British
Government, to which the Government of India also fully agrees, is that the administration will
try to bring Indians closer. The development of self-government institutions is also an objective
to establish a successive government in India under British rule. They have decided that steps
will be taken in this direction soon. We believe that this policy will progress at different stages,
‘Gradually’.The British Government and the Government of India, on whose shoulders the
interests of Indians are based, should be aware of every progress and event and seek guidance
from those who are being entrusted with the responsibility and should also find out to what
extent they believed in them, and be assigned responsibility.

It was quite apparent that the British Government was willing to provide Indians with some more
responsibilities, and at last, The Accountable and Responsible Government. But, it was not as
easy as it may seem. They made it clear that the road to Responsible Government has been
started to be built, but it will take time and it shall happen gradually. Surely, it was the first time in
colonial history that the term “Responsible Government” was officially used. The problem with
this declaration was, that the time of execution was yet undetermined. Some Indians were not



satisfied with this declaration. Finally, after some meetings and discussions, the report was
presented before the Parliament and after getting passed, it received Royal Assent on 23
December 1919. It was set to be reviewed after 10 years.

Main Sections of the Act:
» The Home Government:

The Secretary of the State: In 1916, Congress passed a proposal that India should be governed
from Delhi or Shimla, not from White Hall or Downing Street. Congress wanted the Secretary
and his Council to be ceased from intervening into genuine Indian matters, therefore, it was
done. Now, the Central Council could only send the matters of Currency, Public Debt, Custom
Duty, Army and Foreign affairs to the Secretary of the State. The Secretary could not intervene
into the Transferred Provincial matters. Even, financial affairs of Provinces were exempted from
his intervention. Most of the powers were to be controlled by the Governor General. The salary
and allowances of the Secretary were to be paid from the British treasury, not from Indian
revenue.

The creation of the post of the High Commissioner: Under this Act, the post of High
Commissioner was created and some powers of the Secretary were transferred to the
Commissioner. The High Commissioner was to be an Agent of the Governor-General with the
Council. He was appointed by the Government of India and his salary was to be paid from the
Indian Revenue. His main task was to control the Business activities, e.g., Machinery in
England, Godowns in India and to protect the interests of Indian students studying in England.
His tenure was to be 6 years.

The Council of the Secretary of the State: A few changes were made regarding the council of
the Secretary. The number of the members was to be between 8 and 12. Half of the members
were those who must have been serving for at least 10 years. Their salary was increased to
1,200£ per member which was 1,000£ in 1907. They were authorised to see into any matter
brought before the council. Their tenure was reduced to 5 years from 7.

Central Executive: Several remarkable changes were made into the Organisation and functions
of the Central Executive. 3 out of 6 members of the council were to be Indian (which was 1
previously). Their tenure was 5 years. These Indian members had to handle and manage the
departments of Health, Law, Education, Labor and Industry. Indian members were not
authorised to make laws. They were not responsible to the Legislative, but to themselves. They
were supporters of the Viceroy, they could not be removed by the No-Confidence motion. They
practically were sycophants to the Viceroy.

A list of Administrative matters was made-

Central

The matters, which were of National importance or related to more than one province came
under this list. E.g, Foreign Affairs, Defence, Political relations, Communication, Public Debt,
Civil and Criminal Laws, Wire services etc.



Provincial

The matters which were related to a specific Province. E.g., Public Health, Local
Self-government, Education, General administration, Medical facilities, Land-revenue, Water
supply, Famine relief, Law and Order, Agriculture etc.

All the rights of the Central Executive were under Viceroy’s authority. Besides, He was the head
of the Indian domain, and the representative of the British Emperor. It was his duty to present all
the Indian matters and Correspondence before the Secretary of the State.

Central Legislature:
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The Central Legislature was made more powerful and more representative by this Act. Now, A
system of Two-House Legislature Upper House and Lower House was initiated.

The tenure of the Legislature was 3 years, which could be extended by the Viceroy, as he saw
fit. Its first Chairman was nominated by the Viceroy for a tenure of 4 years. After this, the
legislature had to elect its Chairman. Legislature was addressed by the Viceroy. He could call
for the meetings, or, adjourn the meetings, or he could even repeal the Legislature.

The right to vote for the Lower House-members depended upon many factors, such as eligibility
criteria. The voter should be a professional or He must own a house which earns him a rent of
180rs per annum or He must be paying at least 15rs annually to the Municipality or He must be
paying income tax of 2000rs per annum or he must be paying land revenue of 50rs per annum.



For Upper House members, the right to vote was reserved for only those members who earned
at least 10,000rs per annum or He must be paying land revenue of 750rs. They were entitled to
hold the title of “Honourable”.

In provinces, the distribution of seats was based on their Importance, not on their population.
e.g., in Bengal which was the largest province of British India was given 16 seats, whereas,
Bombay was given the same seats too, because of its commercial importance (Bombay had
had half the population Bengal had). Bihar and Punjab were given 12 seats each.

The Powers of Central Legislature:

The Central Legislature was authorised to make laws for all of India, for all Officers and
common people, whether they were in India or not. The members of the legislature could bring a
motion of Confidence or Non-Confidence. They could ask Questions, Complementary
questions.

Certain restrictions were imposed on the legislature and it was necessary to get the permission
of the Governor General to introduce a bill, such as amendment of existing law or amendment
of ordinance of Governor General, foreign relations and relations with Indian states, armed
forces. Management, public debt and revenue, religion and traditions etc.

The legislature of India could not change or reverse any law passed by the British Parliament in
relation to India. Even if the Indian legislator had not passed any law proposed by the Governor
General, the Governor General could have passed it himself but this required the permission of
the British Crown. The ordinances issued by him could last for six months. Thus the Upper
House was playing the role of a strong fort to protect the government.

Provincial government:

The 1919 Act made significant changes to the administration of the British government. A new
system was introduced in the provincial governments which called the diarchy regime. The
administrative subjects were divided into two parts, the Central List and the Provincial List.
There were also 2 parts of the provincial list - reserved subjects and transferred subjects.

The reserved subjects are under the control of the Governor's Council and were completely free
from the control of the legislature and the governor could control the subjects transferred with
the help of his ministers while the ministers were answerable to the legislature. The governor
used to consult these ministers personally and hence no cabinet was formed.



Provincial Government

Provincial Executive

(2 to 4 members) Provincial Legislature

Reserved Subjects Transferred Subjects

All important subjects were kept in the reserved subjects of the Provincial Executive. The
governor and his council had authority over reserved subjects. These councilors were
nominated by the governor. The major reserve subjects were - Police, Courts, Irrigation,
Water-storage system, Hydropower, Drainage and Dam, Land Revenue Administration, Relief
from famine, Land promotion and agricultural loans, Control of newspapers, Raids, Taking credit
on the credit of the province. , Forest Territories (except Burma and Bombay), solution of labor
conflicts, inspection of factories etc.

The Governor had control over all reserved subjects. He and his council were answerable not to
the provincial legislature but to the parliament. Out of its 2 to 4 members, 1 member was
required to be Indian and 1 member was to be English. He was appointed for 5 years on the
advice of the British Crown and the Secretary of State.

For the transferred subjects of the Provincial Executive, it was also necessary to have a sense
of social service and a lot of local knowledge with interest of Indians. These subjects were
transferred to the elected Indian ministers, who were appointed by the governor from among the
elected members of the legislature. These subjects were - Education, Public Works Department
(which also included roads, bridges and coal carriage rails). But irrigation and agriculture and
fisheries were not included in these subjects.



The local government which was controlled by the Municipality and the District Board included
the following topics - Excise duty, Bombay and Burma forests, public health, sanitation,
medicine, technical education and development of industries, etc. If there was no minister to
administer a department, the transferred subjects were to be administered temporarily by the
governor.

The governor encouraged joint discussions of ministers. He could not call the meeting but could
discuss them privately. The governor was responsible to the provincial legislature. He could also
reject the decision of the ministers. After the approval of the Council of Governors and the
Secretary of State, the Governor could take over all or any of the transferred subjects.

In this way that subject became a reserved subject. This method was called duplex system
because it had two types of subjects - reserved and transferred.

Provincial Legislature:

Its tenure was 3 years. The legislature expanded under this act. Although bicameral system was
not implemented, the only house was called the Legislative Council. Its member numbers varied
according to the provinces, such as-

Assam - 53 members

Northwest Frontier Province - 53 members
Central Province - 73 Members

Punjab - 94 members

Bihar and Orissa - 103 members

Bombay - 114 members

United Provinces - 124 Members

Madras - 132 Members

Bengal - 140 members

It was said about the members of the Provincial Council that 40% of the members should be
elected, 30% of the members should be nominated and the remaining 30% of the members
should be government and non-government.

Madras Council
132

Elected Official Non-Official
98 11 23
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The direct electoral system was introduced by the Act. But in this, special importance was given
to high economic status, communal and class electoral system. Members could ask questions
and supplementary questions, they could submit proposals, bring bills related to any province,
but it could be made law only with the permission of the Governor.

There were some topics related to the budget which could not be discussed in the council, such
as salary of public servants and financial assistance to the center etc.

So, under the Act of 1919, on 1 April 1921, the diarchy was implemented in eight provinces -
Assam, Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, Central Provinces, United Provinces, Bombay, Madras and
Punjab.

Features of the Act:

The Council of India brought some reforms by this act. Indians received secret information
about administration and became aware of their duties. This instilled a sense of nationalism and
awakening among Indians and they moved towards achieving the goal of Swaraj.

Election areas expanded in India and people began to understand the importance of voting.
Although adult suffrage was not started, people had become aware of the election system. The
Act instilled confidence in Indians as one of the objectives of the administration was to
emphasize the needs of the common people. This led to the existence of provincial
self-government in India. The Act gave the people the power to administer and administrative
pressure from the government was greatly reduced.

An important feature of this act was that it prepared Indians to discharge responsibilities in the
provincial administration.

Demerits of the Act:

The central government was still irresponsible. The flawed electoral system and limited
franchise failed to gain popularity. Promoted a sense of communalism in a separate electoral
system.

This act increased the powers of the governor and he could also take a decision against the
decision of his council and ministers.

The duplex system failed and the Congress called it unsatisfactory and unjust.

Almost all important matters related to administration depended on the governor.

The position of the ministers was weakened due to differences between the governor and his
council. The division of provincial lists into reserved and transferred subjects was not based on
any justifiable principle. The central legislature was given very little power and no control over
finances.The duplex system was not implemented smoothly in the provinces. Separate electoral
system was expanded for Sikhs in Punjab, non-Brahmins in Madras and Marathas in Bombay.



60% of the budget was practically excluded from the control of the legislature and 40% was the
direct authority of the Governor General.

Review of working of diarchy

Undoubtedly the governor had control over all the powers of administration in this system. He
had ultimate and sovereign authority over reserved and transferred subjects. The allocation of
revolution revenue in various departments was also the responsibility of the governor. He
recommended the names of the members to be appointed in his Executive Council and High
Court.

He could appoint Indian members from among the elected members of the legislature. He could
also do portfolios and suspension. He was the chief inspector of the entire provincial
administration. Its authority was not limited even in the provincial legislature. In relation to
financial matters in the diarchy regime, it was stated that a member of the Executive Council
(I.C.S.) was appointed to oversee the financial affairs of the provinces, which was directly
answerable to the Secretary of State for India.He could control the portfolios of reserved and
transferred subjects.

The main function of the Finance Department was to make a budget, estimate income, cut or
increase tax and inspect all expenditure related schemes. In finance, which was a reserved
subject, the governor was given wide powers and his decision was final and acceptable.

The diarchy regime did not fulfill the primary objectives of its renderers. Although the system
had become cumbersome, the process completion was not unsuccessful. Whereas the
government could not give a proper test of an answering government.

When the Central Government invited ideas for future constitutional reforms in 1924, the reply of
Bengal’'s Education Minister A. K. Fazl-ul-Haq to the government was unconvincing- “My
experiences over the years for political development in India have led me to consider that the
announcement of the imperialist government in Parliament in August 1917 was a big mistake.
Responsible institutions were charged with India, as opposed to Indian conditions. You cannot
expect responsible organizations to develop properly in India, as you can expect from the
development of a glass nursery in the city of the north”.

Ultimately, both communities accepted that the future government of India should be
constitutional. The act encouraged the struggle for power in both communities. As a result a
large number of communal riots took place which continued to increase from 1922 to 1927.

The Swaraj Party was founded in 1923 and won a substantial number of seats in the elections,
except Madras. Whereas in Bombay and Central Provinces were successful in blocking the
majority of other supplies with the salaries of ministers.Thus the governors of both the provinces
were forced to abolish the diarchy regime and took the transferred subjects under their control.
Thus the Congress followed a disastrous policy against the government which was their
achievement. Undoubtedly, this was the opportunity given to him by the diarchy regime of 1919.
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