
Morley Minto Reforms 1909 UPSC explained

Description

The early 20th century in British India was marked by growing political consciousness and demands for
greater Indian participation in administration. Following the partition of Bengal in 1905, nationalist
sentiments were on the rise, and various Indian political groups, particularly the moderates within the
Indian National Congress, pressed for constitutional reforms. The British government, under pressure,
sought to introduce changes that would seemingly address these aspirations while maintaining ultimate
imperial control.

It was in this backdrop that the Indian Councils Act of 1909 was enacted. These reforms were a
significant, albeit limited, attempt to involve Indians in the legislative process, reflecting the complexities
of British policy at the time â?? a mix of appeasement and retention of power. The reforms aimed to
quiet political unrest by offering concessions while carefully safeguarding British authority.

Morley Minto Reforms 1909 Introduction

The reforms enacted in 1909 are commonly known as the Morley Minto Reforms, named after Lord
Morley, who was the Secretary of State for India, and Lord Minto, the Viceroy of India at the time.
Officially, these were enshrined in the Indian Councils Act of 1909. This Act was a direct response to
the increasing demand for greater Indian representation in the legislative and executive councils, which
had been growing steadily since the late 19th century. The British administration recognised the need to
involve Indians, at least symbolically, in governance to deflect criticism and manage the rising tide of
nationalism.

The primary objective behind these reforms was not to establish parliamentary government in India, but
rather to expand the scope of existing legislative bodies. Lord Morley himself stated that the reforms
were not intended to lead to self-government in India. Instead, they aimed to make the legislative
councils more representative and to provide an outlet for moderate Indian political opinion, thereby
trying to isolate the more radical elements of the nationalist movement.

Key Features of Indian Councils Act 1909
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The Indian Councils Act of 1909 introduced several structural changes to the legislative councils at both
the central and provincial levels. These changes were perceived as a step forward, although their
practical impact was constrained by significant limitations.

A major feature was the expansion of the Central Legislative Council, also known as the Imperial
Legislative Council. The number of members in this council was significantly increased from 16 to 60.
This expansion allowed for a larger number of non-official members, including elected representatives,
though the official majority was maintained.

Similar expansions were seen in the Provincial Legislative Councils. These councils also saw an
increase in their membership, with the size varying for different provinces. For instance, the number of
members in the Legislative Councils of provinces like Bengal, Madras, and Bombay was raised to 50,
while for others like Punjab and Assam, it was set at 30.

The reforms introduced a system of elections, albeit indirect and with a limited franchise. Members
were elected by various categories of electors, including local bodies, universities, landlords, and
chambers of commerce. Importantly, the Act also introduced separate electorates for Muslims. This
meant that Muslim members were to be elected only by Muslim voters in constituencies specifically
reserved for them. This particular provision had far-reaching implications for Indian politics, as it
formally institutionalised communal representation.

The Act also allowed for the appointment of Indians to the Executive Councils of the Viceroy and the
Governors. Satyendra Prasanna Sinha became the first Indian to be appointed to the Viceroyâ??s
Executive Council as a Law Member, a landmark development that, for the first time, brought an Indian
into the highest echelons of the British Indian administration.

New Powers of Councils under Morley Minto Reforms

While the structure of the councils was expanded, the reforms also granted new, albeit limited, powers
to the legislative bodies. These powers were primarily consultative and deliberative rather than
legislative in the full sense.

The members of the councils, both central and provincial, were now allowed to discuss the budget.
Previously, discussions were very restricted. Under the 1909 Act, members could engage in a more
extensive debate on the financial statement presented by the government. This was a significant
procedural change as it provided a platform for Indian representatives to voice their opinions on
governmental expenditures and revenues.

Beyond mere discussion, council members gained the right to ask questions on matters of public
interest. Furthermore, for the first time, they were permitted to ask supplementary questions. This
meant that if a member was not satisfied with the initial answer provided by an official, they could follow
up with additional queries. This enhanced the accountability, even if symbolic, of the executive to the
legislative body.

Another important new power was the right to move resolutions on the financial statement or on matters
of public interest. This allowed members to formally propose specific suggestions or recommendations
to the government. This point needs attention: while resolutions could be moved, they were advisory in
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nature and not binding on the government. The government was not obligated to accept or implement
these resolutions. This marked a distinction between discussion and actual decision-making authority.

Limitations of 1909 Reforms Powers

Despite the expansion of councils and the introduction of new powers, the Morley Minto Reforms were
subject to significant limitations that restricted their true impact and left nationalist aspirations largely
unfulfilled. These limitations are crucial for understanding the nature of these reforms.

A primary limitation was the lack of real legislative power. While members could discuss the budget and
move resolutions, they had no power of voting on the financial statement. The budget could not be
rejected or modified by the elected members. This meant that the governmentâ??s financial policies
remained firmly in British hands, unaffected by Indian public opinion expressed in the councils.

The resolutions moved by members were non-binding. The government could, and often did, disregard
them. This effectively rendered the debates and discussions in the councils largely advisory, without
any real power to influence policy or administration. This point becomes important for understanding
why these reforms did not satisfy Indian demands for self-rule.

The official majority was maintained in the Central Legislative Council. Although the number of non-
official members was increased, the presence of a larger number of nominated official members
ensured that the government could always pass any legislation it desired, irrespective of the opposition
from elected Indian members. In the Provincial Councils, a non-official majority was introduced, but
even here, many of these non-official members were nominated by the government or represented
special interests loyal to the British, thus diluting genuine popular representation.

The franchise for elections was extremely limited and based on property qualifications, education, and
specific community affiliation. This meant that only a very small percentage of the Indian population had
the right to vote. The elections were also indirect, further distancing the representatives from the
broader public. The introduction of separate electorates for Muslims, while intended to address Muslim
concerns, also served to divide the electorate along communal lines, an aspect widely criticised by
nationalist leaders.

Significance of Morley Minto Reforms

The Morley Minto Reforms, despite their significant limitations, hold an important place in the
constitutional development of India. They marked a notable juncture in the evolution of British policy
towards Indian governance.

These reforms represented the first concrete, though hesitant, step towards introducing a
â??representative elementâ?? into the legislative councils. For the first time, Indians were given a
formal, albeit limited, opportunity to participate in the legislative process beyond mere petitioning. The
appointment of an Indian to the Viceroyâ??s Executive Council was a symbolic breakthrough, indicating
a shift towards including Indians in the highest administrative bodies.

SHRI RAM IAS
8882939805, 9958635276

SHRI RAM IAS

Page 3
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi

https://www.shriramias.in/constitution-of-india-basic-meaning-for-upsc/


The reforms undeniably expanded the scope for public debate on administrative and financial matters.
The ability to discuss the budget, ask questions, and move resolutions provided a platform for Indian
representatives to articulate public grievances, scrutinise government policies, and voice nationalist
opinions within the official framework. This helped in the political education of the Indian masses and
their representatives.

However, the reforms also revealed the fundamental contradictions in British policy. While appearing to
concede to Indian demands, the British government carefully retained ultimate control and ensured that
real power remained with the imperial authorities. The introduction of separate electorates for Muslims
is often cited as a move that sowed seeds of communal division, which would later complicate
Indiaâ??s political landscape.

In essence, the 1909 Act was an attempt to co-opt moderate nationalists and avert more radical
agitation, rather than genuinely moving towards responsible self-government. It created an illusion of
power without granting substantive authority, setting the stage for further constitutional struggles in the
years to come.

UPSC Perspective

The Morley Minto Reforms are a crucial topic for the UPSC Civil Services Examination, requiring a clear
understanding of both their features and their long-term implications.

Prelims Focus

For the Prelims examination, aspirants should concentrate on specific factual details:

Year and Names: The reforms were enacted in 1909 and are named after Lord Morley
(Secretary of State for India) and Lord Minto (Viceroy of India).
Official Name: The official title is the Indian Councils Act of 1909.
Council Expansion: The increase in members for the Governor-Generalâ??s (Central) Council
from 16 to 60 is a key fact.
New Powers: Remember the specific new powers granted: the right to discuss the budget, ask
questions, and supplementary questions.
Resolutions: Councils gained the right to move resolutions on the financial statement and
matters of public interest.
Key Restriction: Crucially, there was no power of voting on the financial statement or any
other legislative matter for the elected members.

Mains Focus

For the Mains examination, a more analytical understanding is required:

Context of Representation: Analyse these reforms as the first significant, albeit cautious,
attempt by the British to introduce a â??representative elementâ?? in legislative councils,
responding to the growing nationalist demands and the pressure from moderate Indian leaders.
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Expanded Powers vs. Voting Restrictions: Evaluate the dual nature of the reforms. While they
expanded the number of Indian members and granted powers of discussion and asking
questions, these were severely limited by the absence of voting power on the budget and the non-
binding nature of resolutions. This shows a deliberate British strategy to appear responsive while
retaining ultimate control.
Role in Constitutional Development: Assess the Morley Minto Reformsâ?? place in the
trajectory of Indiaâ??s constitutional evolution. They introduced the concept of elections (though
indirect), expanded the scope for public debate, and crucially, laid the foundation for separate
electorates, which had profound long-term consequences for Indian politics. It also paved the way
for more substantive reforms in later years by highlighting the inadequacies of limited
concessions.

Common Student Confusion

Students often encounter specific points of confusion when studying the Morley Minto Reforms:

Mixing up â??discussionâ?? power with â??votingâ?? power on financial statements: A
common misunderstanding is that since councils could discuss the budget and move resolutions,
they also had the power to vote on it. This is incorrect. The reforms explicitly granted the power to
discuss and move resolutions, but they did not grant the power to vote on the financial statement
or any other legislative matter. The government retained full control over financial decisions.
Believing these reforms gave full popular representation: Some students might assume that
the introduction of elections meant full popular representation. This is a misunderstanding. The
franchise was extremely limited, restricted by property qualifications, education, and communal
criteria. Elections were indirect, and the official majority in the central council (and a manipulated
non-official majority in provinces) ensured that genuine popular will could not prevail.
Confusing with features of later Acts like Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms: Thereâ??s often a
confusion between the 1909 reforms and the later Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms of 1919. The
1909 Act introduced a very limited representative element and advisory powers, with no transfer
of responsibility. The 1919 Act, on the other hand, introduced â??dyarchyâ?? in the provinces,
differentiating between â??reservedâ?? and â??transferredâ?? subjects, marking a much more
significant, though still incomplete, step towards responsible government. Itâ??s important to keep
the features of each Act distinct.

Short Revision Points

1909 Act, Morley-Minto: Key year and names associated with the reforms.
Expanded Central and Provincial Legislative Councils: Structural increase in membership.
Governor-Generalâ??s Council: Members increased from 16 to 60.
Councils could discuss, ask questions, move budget resolutions: New deliberative and
consultative powers.
No voting power on budget: Significant limitation on financial control.
First step towards â??representative elementâ??: Marked the initial, cautious inclusion of
Indians in governance.
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FAQs

1. What were the Morley Minto Reforms?
The Morley Minto Reforms, officially the Indian Councils Act of 1909, were a series of
constitutional changes introduced by the British government to expand the legislative councils in
India and increase Indian participation, primarily in a consultative capacity.

2. Who were Lord Morley and Lord Minto?
Lord Morley was the Secretary of State for India, and Lord Minto was the Viceroy of India, both
instrumental in drafting and implementing the Indian Councils Act of 1909.

3. What new powers did Legislative Councils get in 1909?
Legislative Councils gained the power to discuss the budget, ask questions and supplementary
questions, and move resolutions on the financial statement and matters of public interest.
However, they had no power to vote on the budget.

The Morley Minto Reforms represent a complex chapter in Indiaâ??s constitutional journey, offering a
semblance of reform while carefully guarding British imperial authority. Understanding these reforms,
with their subtle blend of concession and control, is essential for any UPSC aspirant. For focused and
clear guidance on such critical historical and constitutional topics, students often find comprehensive
support. SHRI RAM IAS is regarded as the best IAS coaching in Delhi, providing detailed insights that
help aspirants grasp these nuances effectively for their examination preparation.
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