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Indian Councils Act, 1909
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In 1906,with the victory of Liberal Party in General Elections in Britain, Liberal Philosopher John
Morley became the Secretary of State for Indian domain. As he was a liberal, his intentions
were to congregate all the liberal and Moderate Indian leaders. He tried to provide them with
some brand new Provisions and reforms. Hence he appointed a Royal Commission under the
Chairmanship of Charles Hobhouse.

The main objective of the Act of 1909 was to provide Indians with more representation in
Legislative Councils, Central and Provincial both. Therefore, this Act is commonly known as
Morley-Minto reforms. After the names of Secretary of State, John Morley and Viceroy Lord
Gilbert John Minto.

The Expansion of Provincial Legislative Councils:

The numbers of Non-Official members of Provincial Legislative Councils were increased by the
Provisions of this Act. With this Act, Non-official members were given majority in Leg.Councils.
But, since the Governors of provinces could NOMINATE some non-official members, it gave
them supreme authority over their councils. Hence, the Authority of Governors was still
insurmountable. For example:

The provincial council of Madras had had 47 members.
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Besides this, the Governor could nominate 1 or 2 Special members, who would advise him on
different matters. In 1909, there were 7 Provincial Councils.



Bengal- 52 members

Madras- 47 members

Bombay- 47 members

United Province- 47 members

East Benal and Assam- 41 members
Punjab- 25 members

Burma- 16 members

The rights of the members of Provincial Councils:

Provincial Council members could ask questions from Executive Council members. These
questions could be regarding Central or Provincial matters. As a matter of fact, they could also
ask some Complementary questions, but if Executive members would demand some time to
answer, they had that time.

Provincial Council members had the right to discuss the Budget, make suggestions to it. They
could also ask for some financial aid for Provinces, but to or not to give them those provisions, it
was under Governor’s authority. They could make suggestions on Financial matters but could
not cast a vote.

All the financial matters were discussed in the council of Finance-minister. In this council, 50%
members were Officially-nominated and the same were None-officially nominated.

The Indirect Electorate System was introduced under this Act. With this, Traders, Merchants,
district board and Municipalities were provided with Separate Representation.

On the matters of Public Welfare, Provincial Council members could have had discussion, they
could present a proposal, even cast a vote. But, the Governor could abate or Overrule or cancel
some part of that proposal or the whole of it. The government was not bound to accept these
proposals.

Provincial Council members had no right to have discussion on these matters:

Foreign Affairs, the matters of Princely States, Expenditure on Railways, Debt and Interest,
Court cases etc.

Merits of the Act of 1909:

1. The provisions of this act were way better than that of 1892’s Council Act. With this Act,
the government tried to make sure that some educated Indians have had the opportunity
to participate in the Administration. And the government wanted to welcome their
demands as far as it did go.

“Although we didn’t have all which we expected by this Act, but gradually we would have
all”.

2. Most British newspapers of that time, called this act “more than enough”. Muslim
Community was glad with this Act as they were provided with Separate Electorate.

3. “The Indian representation” was given priority and two indian members were already
appointed in the council of the Secretary of State, in 1907, viz, Krishna Gopal Gupta and
Sayyed Hussain Bilagrami.



4. Satyendra Passana Sinha was appointed in the Executive Council of Viceroy, as the
Advocate General of Bengal.

Demerits of the Act of 1909:

1. The system of Indirect Elections was erroneous. The reason was very clear, with the
restriction of financial qualifications, only the rich could cast a vote. And the communal
aspect is also remarkable, e.g. In muslim minority areas, A muslim who paid a tax of
3000 rupees per annum was qualified to cast a vote, whereas, a non-muslim could not
cast a vote even if he paid a tax of over 1 lakh rupees.

2. The biggest blunder was the Separate Electorate system. It caused a great disaster in
upcoming times.

3. The legislative councils were not able to make any pressure on the Executive councils,
neither in Center, nor in the provinces. They could just make a suggestion, considering it
or not, it was completely under Governors’ authority (and Viceroy’s in Center).

4. Though this Act somehow established fragments of the Parliamentary System, it was not
more than a shadow of the Parliamentary system.

5. In the Center, Official members were in the majority, and the nominated members made
them even more powerful. P.N. Masaldan mentions in his book, Evolution of Provincial
Autonomy in India that Governor General’s signature was mandatory to pass any bill,
hence, Without his permission no reform could be executed.

6. Gopal Krishna Gokhale criticised this Act for its demerits. Indian leaders knew that
appointing indians in councils was just a camouflage, as there was no mention of
Representative and Accountable government.

7. The Official members of the Central Legislature could not ask questions from the
government, they could not cast a vote. They could not make any suggestion without
pre-permission. They could not make a speech for a long time. They always opposed
any progressive proposal of Non-official members.

8. European nominated members were practically official. They always supported the
Government’s decisions. Indian Landlords and Muslim only paid attention to their
benifits. They were always loyal to the British Government.

9. This Act indirectly encouraged the Sikh community to raise voice for their separate
electorate, who were expecting a reward for their loyalty to the government.

At last, Congress withdrew their support to this Act, because this act encouraged Communal
matters. Muslim-league also backed off of their support because the Partition of Bengal was

cancelled without their counsel. In 1916, Congress and Muslim League became allies under

Lucknow Pact. Congress accepted the separate electoral demand of Muslim League and the
League recognised Congress’ supremacy.
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