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1. Why was Churchill out of office from 1929 to 1939? 

Background 

In May 1929 the Labour Party, led by Ramsay Macdonald, secured power in a general election. 
This marked the beginning of what is often referred to as Churchill’s ‘wilderness years’. 
Although Churchill continued in his role as Member of Parliament for Epping, he did not 
participate in any government until the outbreak of war in 1939. Even when Stanley Baldwin, a 
Conservative, became Prime Minister in 1935, Churchill remained on the backbenches.  

Churchill became politically isolated from his own party for a range of reasons. Some were 
general in nature – his antiquated style, for instance, and his loyalty to a small and eccentric 
group of advisers, such as Frederick Lindemann – but others were more substantial and specific 
in nature. These included:  

- Churchill’s views on India (see 1.1)  
- Churchill’s view on the abdication crisis (see 1.2)  
- Churchill’s views on rearmament and appeasement (see 1.3) 
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1.1 What were Churchill’s views on India? 

 

“India is no more a political personality than Europe. It is a geographical term. It is no more a united 
nation than the Equator.”  

Churchill in a speech at the Royal Albert Hall, March 1931 

 

“To most of the British government’s policies vis-à-vis India Churchill took emphatic exception.”   

Geoffrey Best on Churchill in the 1930s. 

 

Gandhi is a “malignant subversive fanatic”.  

Churchill on Gandhi 

Background to Empire  

Before the First World War, the British Empire was, 
according to Best, “a great fact that could be 
taken for granted”. However, despite emerging 
from the conflict both victorious and enlarged, cracks 
were beginning to emerge in imperial unity.  

This was especially true in India, the ‘jewel in the 
crown’ of the empire. Over one million Indian 
troops had fought valiantly in the Great War and 
aided the Allied victory. When it became apparent 
that increased political autonomy was not going to be 
granted willingly, the nationalist forces rededicated 
their efforts to achieving self-governance and 
increased representation.1  

Churchill saw British rule in India as important for a 
few reasons:  

- Prestige – Britain’s greatness was bound up in its empire, and India was central to its 
imperial grandeur. Indeed, one of Churchill’s favourite poems was ‘Recessional’ by 
Rudyard Kipling, which warned of the demise of the British Empire.  
 

- Violence between Hindus and Muslims – Churchill believed the rule of the British 
Raj ensured a peaceful order and protected the Muslim minority from the Hindu 
majority. He also believed that the treatment of the ‘Untouchables’ within Indian society 
was shameful. In a 1931 speech, Churchill told the Indian Empire Society:  

To abandon India to the rule of the Brahmins would be an act of cruel and 
wicked negligence. It would shame for ever those who bore its guilt. These 
Brahmins who mouth and patter the principles of Western Liberalism... are 

                                                             
1 In August 1917, the British war cabinet estimated it would take 500 years for Indians to learn to rule 
themselves. 
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the same Brahmins who deny the primary rights of existence to nearly sixty 
million of their own fellow countrymen whom they call ‘Untouchable’. 

- Racial superiority – Churchill believed in the racial superiority of Anglo-Saxons and that 
they should rightfully rule over the less-developed, non-white populations. Roberts writes that 
he possessed a “Victorian sense of racial superiority”.  

More generally, by 1930 Churchill viewed Bolshevism as the principal threat to world peace. The 
British Empire, in his view, was the best means of keeping it in check, and its weakening in India would 
be a significant blow to its power.  

 

Growing resistance to British rule in 1920s 

There were two strands of the resistance 
against British rule: the educated elite, 
who had been campaigning for political 
reform since at least the 1880s, and the 
wider mass population, who 
increasingly applied pressure under 
Gandhi’s leadership from the 1920s 
onwards.  

The roots of resistance are widespread, 
but the Indian National Congress, a 
political party founded in 1885 and 
sometimes referred to as the INC or 
Congress Party, was the principal means of resistance against the British before the First World 
War. Initially demanding greater political autonomy, by the early twentieth century the INC was calling 
for full independence from Britain.  

The Congress Party’s founding members had generally been educated in Britain and came from 
India’s elite. However, in the 1920s, under the influence of Gandhi, the party began to appeal to a 
more diverse swathe of the Indian population and pressure for reform began to grow.  

 

Repression and Reform – The Rowlatt Acts and Mongagu-Chelmsford Act, 1919 

As opposition to British rule swelled, the Imperial Legislative Council (the legislature of British 
India) moved to give themselves more powers to deal with the perceived threat. In March 1919 the 
Council introduced the Rowlatt Acts.  

The Rowlatt Acts (also known as the Black Act) permitted three key things:  

1) Certain political cases could be tried without a jury  
2) Suspects could be imprisoned without trial  
3) Restrictions were placed on the press 

However, the British also tried to mollify nationalist sentiment by introducing the Montagu-
Chelmsford Act, also in 1919. The act gave provincial governments increased autonomy over some 
issues. For many British conservatives, this was a step too far; for many Indians, the reforms did not 
go nearly far enough.  
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The Jallianwala Bagh/Amritsar Massacre, 1919 

In response to the Rowlatt Acts, Gandhi led a nonviolent protest in April 1919. In the north western 
city of Amritsar, the arrest of Indian nationalist leaders sparked riots. In response, British Brigadier-
General Reginald Dyer was sent to restore order. He promptly banned all public meetings and 
announced he would use force to disperse them if necessary.  

However, this warning was ignored. As 
historian Richard Cavendish 
describes:  

“Despite this [warning], thousands 
gathered in protest in a walled enclosure 
called the Jallianwala Bagh, near the city’s 
Golden Temple, sacred to Sikhs. Dyer 
marched a force of 90 Gurkha and Indian 
soldiers into the enclosure and, without 
warning, they opened fire for about 10 to 
15 minutes on the panicking crowd 
trapped in the enclosure. According to an 
official figure, 379 were killed and some 
1,200 wounded, though other estimates 
suggest much higher casualties. Many died 
when they leapt into a deep well to escape 
the gunfire. Dyer withdrew his men, leaving 
the dying and wounded where they lay.” 

Mihir Bose, another historian of British rule in India, claims that Dyer’s troops only stopped firing 
because they ran out of ammunition. Above is a scene from the 1982 film ‘Gandhi’ which 
dramatizes the moment the British opened fire. 

The incident provoked an outcry. Churchill, at the time Secretary of State for War, condemned the 
massacre in the House of Commons. He said it was ‘an extraordinary event, a monstrous event, an 
event which stands in singular and sinister isolation.’ 

Former Prime Minister, H. H. Asquith (right), said: ‘There has never been such an 
incident in the whole annals of Anglo-Indian history, nor, I believe, in the history 
of our empire since its very inception down to present day. It is one of the worst 
outrages in the whole of our history.’ 

However, the Morning Post, a pro-imperialist paper that later merged with The Daily 
Telegraph, started a Dyer Fund which raised £26,000, a sum equivalent to over £1 
million in 2018. This was gifted to Dyer on his return to Britain, having been 
sacked from his position in the army in India.  

The massacre at Jallianwala Bagh remains controversial and debated today, but all agree on one point: 
the brutality led to huge numbers of supporters joining the cause of Indian nationalism.  

 

“A Seditious Middle Temple Lawyer” 

It is difficult to easily summarise British policy towards India. However, as Best describes, “the gist of 
British policy [towards India] from 1917 to 1935 was a halting but never reversed succession of 
gestures in the direction of self-government.” 
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In October 1929, Lord Irwin, Governor-General of India (more generally known as the Viceroy) 
declared that the “natural issue of India’s constitutional progress… is the attainment of Dominion 
status.”  

When Churchill read this he was furious and began a long and concerted campaign against his own 
party’s more liberal policy towards India. By mid-November he had written a long piece for the Daily 
Mail stating his opposition to the principle of greater autonomy.  

A few months later, Churchill discovered that Irwin had officially received Gandhi at the Vice-Regal 
Palace in Delhi. Churchill famously decried the “nauseating and humiliating spectacle [of] a 
seditious Middle Temple lawyer now posing as a fakir of a type well-known in the East, striding 
half-naked up the steps of the Vice-regal palace to parley on equal terms with the representative of 
the King Emperor”.  

Churchill’s words have never been forgotten in India. Irwin at the time complained to a friend that 
“Winston’s attitude…seems to me completely and utterly hopeless… The day is past…when 
Winston’s possessive instinct can be applied to Empires and the like. That conception of Empire 
is finished.” 

Whilst Irwin’s response was private, the Prime Minister, Ramsay Macdonald, issued a more public 
rebuke in The Times following a typically fiery speech by Churchill to the Indian Empire Society, an 
organisation established specifically to resist in India.  

Macdonald dismissed Churchill’s view and claimed his mind encompassed “nothing except an 
antiquated relationship between Imperial authority and the people who come under its sway, blind to every 
modern movement in politics”.  

In short, whilst Churchill did have some support in certain pro-imperialist and deeply conservative 
quarters, his views clashed sharply with those of the leadership within his party. 

Mass Civil Disobedience (Satyagraha) in the 1930s 

Satyagraha = a policy of non-
violent resistance, generally used to 
refer to Gandhi’s opposition to 
British rule in India  

In 1930 Gandhi led a 240-mile 
march to the sea in protest of the 
tax on salt. This became known as 
the Salt March (or Salt 
Satyagraha). Salt production was 
a lucrative monopoly for British. 
Indians were prohibited by law 

from producing or selling salt and instead had to buy from expensive and highly taxed salt that 
was often imported.  

During his march, Gandhi gave speeches about the unfairness of the salt tax, highlighting how it 
affected poor Indians. Having started off with only a few dozen followers, the group numbered 
hundreds by the end.  
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When Gandhi reached the sea, he picked up a handful of salt and encouraged his followers to do 
the same. This was technically ‘producing’ salt and therefore breaking the law. Over the next two 
months, Gandhi continued his protest, encouraging other Indians to follow his lead. He was soon 
arrested, spurring thousands more to join the satyagraha. By the end of the year, fully 60,000 
people involved in the 
movement had been jailed.  

Gandhi was released 
temporarily in 1930 and 1931 
to attend conferences in 
London (right) to try and find 
a resolution to the problem, 
but failure to do so meant he 
was re-arrested on his return 
to India.   

The 1935 Government of 
India Act 

In 1933, Britain announced its intention to allow India greater self-government. This was followed 
in 1935 by the Government of India Act which came into effect in 1937. The electorate expanded 
to 35 million (about 10% of the population) and elected legislatures were established to deal with 
local affairs.  

This seemed, to many, a reasonable and logical step. Australia, New Zealand, Canada and South 
Africa had all been granted dominion status before the First World War, providing them with 
greater political autonomy. Any opposition to a similar arrangement for India seemed to be based 
purely on prejudicial and racist grounds.  

Nonetheless, Churchill was openly hostile to the government’s India reforms. In 1934 he attacked 
the Secretary of State for India, Sir Samuel Hoare. Hoare, who had been tasked with shepherding 
the enormously complex Government of India Bill through the Commons, was singled out for 
ferocious criticism by Churchill, dividing the party. Indeed, Churchill’s attacks were so bitter that 
Leo Amery, an MP and former support of Churchill, said it was Winston’s “unique 
achievement to stir up a hornets’ nest where there were no hornets”.   

Some historians, such as Geoffrey Best, have argued that Churchill’s opposition to the 
Government of India Bill were not purely rooted in prejudice. A summary of Churchill’s 
arguments, taken from Best, are as follows: 

1. Good governance – To Churchill, “good government meant the rule of law and 
the reliable administration of impartial justice; the preservation of peace between 
religious and racial communities notoriously liable to flare up against one another; 
and the spread of ‘western’ standards of public service of sanitation and health… 
Churchill believed that without the impartial authority which only an externally-
based Raj could provide, justice would be corrupted, religious and racial animosities 
would be let loose, and progress towards ‘western’ levels of public health would be 
bogged down. He did not believe that Indians would be able to govern their country 
as well as the British… He also believed that, as soon as the British began to leave, 
the Hindus and Moslems would begin to slaughter one another. The reader must 
make up his and her own mind to what extent Churchill’s beliefs were absurd.” 

2. Proto human-rights – Although the language was not widely used then, Best 
argues Churchill believed in protecting the rights of minorities. Best writes that he 
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“had the interests of the ‘untouchables’ particularly at heart… The caste system as 
a whole he found unattractive and inexplicable, but he was not so presumptuous as 
to suppose that it was any non-Hindu’s business to demolish it.” 

3. ‘Indianisation’ – Whilst prepared to tolerate recruitment of Indian officials to 
provincial governments, Churchill could not abide by the part which would allow 
Indians into central government. He had said previously in 1930 that this would be 
a “crime against civilisation” and in 1935 argued it would be “a catastrophe which 
will shake the world”.  

4. The end of empire – In the Government of India Bill Churchill saw the beginning 
of the end of the British Empire, something antithetical to his view of the world. 
Indeed, Best notes that “it is arguable that he was correct to do so”.  

The final vote in the Commons was 386 to 122, the minority comprising around eighty Tory 
MPs and forty Labour MPs who believed the Bill did not go far enough.  

As Jenkins writes:  

Churchill had made sixty-eight speeches during these marathon 
proceedings [about the India Bill]. Sometimes flashes of his wit and 
oratory shone through, but he also came nearer in these weeks to 
being a parliamentary bore than at any other stage in his long years in 
that arena. 

After his defeat, Churchill expected relations with the Conservative leadership to return to 
normal. He, after all, was always magnanimous in victory, and expected the same in return when 
the shoe was on the other foot. Indeed, he recalled the words of Lord Salisbury’s from 1867: 

It is the duty of every Englishman and of every English party to accept 
a political defeat cordially, and to lend their best endeavours to secure 
the success, or to neutralise the evil, of the principles to which they 
have been forced to succumb. 

This can be seen when Churchill lunched with a supporter of Gandhi after the Bill’s passage. He 
said: “India, I fear, is a burden to us. If India could look after herself, we would be delighted. 
Make the reforms a success!” 

However, as Best notes, Churchill here seemed to have not fully appreciated the extent to 
which he had alienated many of his parliamentary colleagues:  

 [Churchill] had revived all the earlier suspicions of his excitability, 
unpredictability and lack of judgement… He had allowed himself to 
become the flag-bearer of a phalanx of reactionaries and 
backwoodsmen… If Churchill really thought that he was going to be 
taken back into Baldwin’s bosom, he was very much mistaken. 

  


