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Why Did the Cripps Mission Fail?
Description

The Cripps Mission of 1942 stands asya crucial, albeit failed, attempt by the British government to
resolve the escalating political deadlock in India‘amidstithe, intensifying Second World War. Its
proposals and subsequent rejection by Indian political parties’marked a significant turning point, further
fueling nationalist sentiments and directly paving the way for the:a??Quit Indiad?? Movement.
Understanding the nuances of this mission, its origins, and its ultimate failure is essential for
comprehending the trajectory of Indiad??s independence struggle.

The mission was dispatched at a time of severe global crisis, with the war taking a dire turn for the
Allied powers. Japana??s rapid advances in Southeast Asia, including the fall of Singapore and
Rangoon, brought the war dangerously close to Indiad??s borders. This created immense pressure on
Britain from its allies, particularly the USA and China, to secure full Indian cooperation and support in
the war effort. Both President Roosevelt and Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek urged Prime Minister
Winston Churchill to make substantial concessions to India to rally its people against the Axis threat.
Simultaneously, Indian political parties, especially the Indian National Congress, were growing
increasingly vocal in their demands for immediate self-rule, unwilling to support a war fought for
freedom abroad while their own nation remained enslaved. It was in this backdrop of external pressure
and internal political agitation that Sir Stafford Cripps, a socialist and a known sympathizer of Indian
aspirations, was sent to India in March 1942 with a 4??Draft Declarationa??.

The Draft Declaration: British Proposals

Sir Stafford Cripps arrived in India with a clear, albeit limited, mandate encapsulated in the a??Draft
Declarationa??. This document outlined the British governmenta??s proposals for Indiad??s
constitutional future, primarily aimed at securing Indian cooperation during the war. The proposals were
structured to address various aspects of Indiad??s political demands while safeguarding British
interests during the ongoing conflict.

A central feature of the declaration was the promise of Dominion Status for India after the war. This
meant that India would become an autonomous entity within the British Commonwealth, enjoying
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complete internal self-government but still acknowledging the British monarch as head of state.
Crucially, the declaration also granted India the right to secede from the Commonwealth, a significant
concession that had not been explicitly offered before. However, this was a post-war promise,
conditional upon the successful conclusion of hostilities.

Another key proposal concerned the formation of a Constituent Assembly immediately after the war.
This body would be tasked with framing a new Constitution for India. Its members were to be elected by
provincial legislative assemblies through proportional representation, while representatives from the
princely states would be nominated by their respective rulers. This mixed electoral and nomination
approach reflected the complex political landscape of India at the time.

Perhaps one of the most contentious provisions was the right of provinces to opt out of the proposed
Indian union. The declaration stated that any province unwilling to accept the new Constitution framed
by the Constituent Assembly could retain its existing constitutional position. Furthermore, such a
province would have the option to negotiate with the British government for a separate constitutional
arrangement, potentially forming its own independent union. This clause was widely interpreted as a
concession to the Muslim Leaguea??s demand for Pakistan, as it implicitly allowed for the partition of
India.

Regarding Indiad??s defence responsibility during the war, the British proposed that they would
retain absolute control. Indian leaders were invited to participate, in,the Viceroya??s Executive Council,
which would be expanded to include more Indian members. However, the critical portfolio of defence
would remain firmly in British hands. This was a non-negotiable point for the British, who prioritized
wartime exigencies and military control above all else. While not explicitly part of the declaration, there
States, Cripps was also expected to discuss the possibility of forming a more representative interim
government during the war, which would involve Indian leaders more closely in administration, but
without a fundamental shift in the Viceroya??s ultimate authority.

Breakdown of Negotiations: Indian and British Stances

The proposals, despite offering some future concessions, failed to gain acceptance from the major
Indian political parties, leading to a complete breakdown of negotiations. Both the Indian National
Congress and the Muslim League found significant reasons to reject the Draft Declaration, while the
British leadership, especially Prime Minister Churchill, was rigid in its stance.

The Indian National Congress raised several fundamental objections. Foremost was their demand for
complete independence immediately, rather than a vague promise of Dominion Status after the war.
The Congress leaders had by this point moved beyond the idea of Dominion Status and viewed the
offer as insufficient and too little, too late. They sought sovereign power to address the nationa??s
problems and to participate in the war on equal terms, not as subordinates.

A significant point of contention was the proposed method of princely statesa?? representation in the
Constituent Assembly. The Congress strongly opposed the nomination of representatives by the
autocratic rulers of the princely states. They argued that this was undemocratic and would lead to a
Constituent Assembly that did not truly represent the will of the people in these states. This point needs
attention, as it highlighted the Congressa??s commitment to democratic principles across all of India.
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The clause allowing provinces to opt out was viewed with great apprehension by the Congress. They
saw it as a dangerous precedent that conceded the principle of Indiad??s partition, directly challenging
the idea of a united India. This provision was patrticularly alarming given the growing communal
tensions and the Muslim Leaguea??s push for a separate homeland. The Congress was unwilling to
accept any proposal that could lead to the fragmentation of the country.

The most immediate and critical stumbling block for Congress was the defence portfolio. The British
insistence on retaining absolute control over Indiad??s defence during the war was unacceptable. The
Congress demanded immediate transfer of effective power to a truly national government, which
included control over defence. They believed that without command over defence, any interim
government would be merely a shadow, without real authority or responsibility. The British refusal to
concede this point demonstrated their unwillingness to transfer genuine power during wartime.

The Muslim League, while welcoming the a??Pakistan in principlea?e clause, also rejected the
proposals. They found the provisions insufficient because they did not explicitly or unequivocally
guarantee the creation of a separate Muslim state. The League demanded a clearer commitment to
partition and a specific mechanism for the formation of Pakistan, rather than just the option for
provinces to opt out. At this stage, one-issue-becomes clear: the Cripps offer tried to appease both
sides but ended up satisfying neither completely:

On the British side, the negotiations were severely hampered by-Crippsa?? limited mandate. He
was authorized only to present the 4??take it or leave itd?? proposals contained in the Draft Declaration
and had very little room to negotiate or offer immediate, substantial concessions. This rigidity stemmed
from the conservative elements within the British government, led by Prime Minister Winston Churchill
and Viceroy Lord Linlithgow. Both were deeply skeptical of Indian nationalist aspirations and strongly
opposed to any move that would significantly diminish British authority in India during the war. Their
primary concern was the successful prosecution of the war, and they viewed any major political reform
as a potential distraction or weakness. This internal British opposition played a crucial, often
underestimated, role in undermining the mission.

Analyzing the Reasons for Failure

The failure of the Cripps Mission was not attributable to a single factor but rather a confluence of rigid
stances, underlying distrust, and a fundamental misalignment of objectives between the British
government and Indian political leaders.

Firstly, Crippsa?? limited mandate was a significant impediment. He arrived in India with pre-
determined proposals that were presented on a a??take it or leave ita?? basis. He lacked the authority
to make any substantial modifications or immediate concessions, particularly concerning the transfer of
effective power or control over defence. This inflexibility meant that genuine negotiation, which requires
give and take, was virtually impossible.

Secondly, the proposals offered only vague promises for the future, to be implemented after the war.
Indian leaders, particularly the Congress, had grown deeply distrustful of British promises, having
witnessed repeated delays and reversals in constitutional reforms throughout history. They sought
immediate and concrete action, not deferred hope, especially when asked to commit fully to a war not
entirely their own.
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A critical reason for the breakdown was the rejection of immediate power transfer. The most
fundamental demand of the Indian National Congress was the formation of a truly national government
with immediate and real power, particularly over the crucial defence portfolio. The British government,
however, was unwilling to relinquish control over defence during wartime, fearing it would compromise
their military strategy. This unyielding stance on immediate transfer of power was a deal-breaker for the
Congress.

The provision for partition, disguised as the a??opting outa?? clause for provinces, severely
antagonized the Congress. While it appealed to the Muslim League, it confirmed the Congressa??s
fears about the fragmentation of India. The Congress was steadfast in its commitment to a united India
and could not accept a proposal that implicitly legitimized secession and communal division.

Furthermore, a deep-seated lack of trust permeated the negotiations. Decades of British colonial rule,
coupled with unfulfilled promises and the suppression of nationalist movements, had created an
environment of profound suspicion between Indian leaders and the British government. This distrust
made it exceedingly difficult for either side to genuinely believe in the intentions of the other.

This becomes important: Mahatma Gandhi famously encapsulated the Indian sentiment towards the
Cripps proposals by calling them a 4??post-dated cheque on a crashing bank.a?e This powerful
analogy highlighted the hollow nature of promises‘made by a power perceived to be losing ground in
the war and unwilling to genuinely empower India. It reflected thebelief that the British offer was not a
sincere effort towards independence but a desperate measure to secure wartime support.

Finally, significant internal British opposition played a critical, often understated, role in the
missiona??s failure. Prime Minister Winston Churchill, a staunch imperialist, and Viceroy Lord
Linlithgow were deeply skeptical of Crippsa?? mission and opposed to granting any substantial
concessions to India. They viewed Crippsa?? proposals as too liberal and feared that any
empowerment of Indian leaders would undermine British authority and jeopardize the war effort. Their
influence and subtle undermining tactics effectively tied Crippsa?? hands, limiting his ability to negotiate
flexibly and making it extremely difficult for the mission to succeed. The British Conservative Party,
largely, did not want to dismantle the Empire, and Cripps, despite his personal leanings, could not
override this entrenched opposition.

The Immediate Aftermath and Gandhijia??s View

The failure of the Cripps Mission left a profound impact on the Indian political landscape, leading
directly to an intensification of the nationalist struggle. The immediate consequence was a deepening of
the political deadlock. Hopes for a negotiated settlement were dashed, and disillusionment grew
among Indian leaders who felt that the British were unwilling to genuinely part with power.

This failure served as a direct catalyst for the 4??Quit Indiad?? Movement. Convinced that
constitutional means were exhausted and that Britain was not serious about Indiad??s independence,
the Indian National Congress, under Mahatma Gandhia??s leadership, passed the 4??Quit Indiad??
Resolution in August 1942. This launched a mass civil disobedience movement demanding the
immediate end of British rule. The Cripps Missiona??s failure thus transformed a period of negotiation
into one of open defiance.
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Gandhijia??s view of the Cripps proposals, encapsulated in his famous a??post-dated cheque on a
crashing banka?e remark, clearly articulated the Indian sentiment. He believed the offer was a deceptive
maneuver, designed to secure wartime assistance without any real intention of granting genuine
freedom. He saw the British as offering concessions from a position of weakness, rather than sincere
benevolence. His skepticism resonated widely, reinforcing the belief that only a decisive movement
could force the British hand. The failure consequently solidified the resolve of Indian nationalists to
achieve complete independence without further delay, irrespective of the ongoing war. Britain continued
its war efforts, but now faced increased internal resistance.

UPSC Perspective

The Cripps Mission is a perennially important topic for the UPSC Civil Services Examination,
demanding both factual recall for Prelims and nuanced analytical understanding for Mains. A thorough
grasp of its context, proposals, and reasons for failure is indispensable.

For Prelims focus, aspirantssmust remember the specific details: the missiona??s year (March 1942),
the individual who headed it (Sir Stafford,Cripps), and the main features of the Draft Declaration. Key
proposals like Dominion Status, the formation.of a Constituent Assembly, the right of provinces to opt
out, and the British retention of defence responsibility are critical. Moreover, knowledge of the primary
objections raised by the Indian National Congress and Mahatma Gandhia??s famous a??post-dated
chequea?s comment are frequently tested.

For Mains focus, the examination requires a deeper analytical approach. Here, understanding the
underlying reasons for the missiona??s failure goes beyond mere listing. Aspirants need to analyze
how Crippsa?? limited mandate, dictated by the British War Cabinet and opposed by Churchill and
Viceroy Linlithgow, severely restricted his negotiating power. The impact of the missiona??s failure on
the political deadlock, leading directly to the 4??Quit Indiad?? Movement, is a crucial analytical point.
Furthermore, the connection of the mission to broader wartime politicsa??how Britain sought Indian
support while being unwilling to compromise its imperial controla??forms an important part of the Mains
syllabus, requiring candidates to critically evaluate the intentions and constraints of all parties involved.

Common Student Confusion

Several aspects of the Cripps Mission often lead to misunderstandings among UPSC aspirants.
Clarifying these points is crucial for accurate comprehension.

One common confusion is confusing Dominion Status with complete independence. Dominion
Status, as offered by the Cripps Mission, implied a degree of self-governance where India would
manage its internal affairs but would still be part of the British Commonwealth, acknowledging the
British monarch as the head of state, albeit with the right to secede. Complete independence, on the
other hand, meant absolute sovereignty, with no political ties or allegiance to the British Crown. The
Indian National Congress, by 1942, unequivocally demanded complete independence immediately, not
a delayed Dominion Status.

Another area of misinterpretation is the &a??Pakistan conceded in principlea?e clause. Students often
misread this as an explicit British endorsement or guarantee for the creation of Pakistan. However, the
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clause merely stated that any province unwilling to accept the new Indian Constitution could retain its
existing constitutional position or even form a separate union. While this was seen by the Muslim
League as a potential opening for Pakistan and infuriated the Congress for legitimizing division, it was
not an outright concession or a clear commitment to a separate Muslim state. It offered an option for
secession, not a definitive plan for partition.

Lastly, students frequently underestimate the role of internal British opposition to the missiona??s
success. While Indian objections were prominent and well-documented, the mission was significantly
hampered by the strong resistance from Prime Minister Winston Churchill and Viceroy Lord Linlithgow.
They were deeply conservative and imperialistic, believing that granting substantial power to Indians
during wartime would be detrimental to British interests. Their subtle and overt efforts to restrict
Crippséa?? authority and undermine his negotiating position were crucial factors in the missiona??s
failure, demonstrating that the British government itself was not united in its approach to Indiaa??s
future.

Short Revision Points

e March 1942: The Cripps Mission arrived'invindia, led by Sir Stafford Cripps, bringing a &4??Draft
Declarationa??.

e Proposals: Included the promise of Dominion Status for India after the war, the formation of a
new Constitution-making body (Constituent Assembly), and the provision for provinces to opt out
of the new union.

e Congress Objections: Primarily against Dominion Status (demanded complete independence),
the undemocratic representation of princely states, the principle of partition implied by the
a??opting outa?? clause, and the British refusal to transfer the defence portfolio immediately.

e British Stance: Refused immediate transfer of effective power or shared defence responsibility,
maintaining rigid control during wartime.

e Gandhijia??s View: Called the proposal a 4??post-dated cheque on a crashing bank,a?e
signifying its perceived worthlessness and lack of immediate substance.

e Failure Reasons: Due to Crippsa?? limited negotiation power, the vague and deferred nature of
the proposals, strong Indian demand for immediate self-rule, and crucial opposition from Winston
Churchill and Viceroy Linlithgow within the British government.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQS)

1. What was the purpose of the Cripps Mission?
The primary purpose of the Cripps Mission was to secure full Indian cooperation and support for
the British war effort during World War 1l, by offering constitutional reforms and a promise of post-
war self-governance to resolve the existing political deadlock.

2. What were the main features of the Draft Declaration proposed by Cripps?
The main features included the promise of Dominion Status for India after the war, the formation
of a constituent assembly to frame a new constitution, the right for provinces to opt out of the new
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Indian union, and the British retention of full control over Indiad??s defence during the war.

3. What were the key reasons for the Cripps Missiona??s failure?
The mission failed due to several key reasons: the Indian National Congressa??s demand for
immediate complete independence and transfer of real power (especially defence), the provision
allowing provincial secession (which implied partition), the undemocratic nature of princely state
representation, and most critically, Crippsa?? limited mandate and strong opposition from Prime
Minister Winston Churchill and Viceroy Lord Linlithgow within the British government.

The Cripps Missiona??s failure underscores the irreconcilable differences between Indian aspirations
for immediate and complete self-rule and Britaina??s unwillingness to relinquish control during wartime.
It was a moment where compromise proved impossible, leading to a further hardening of positions on
both sides and ultimately propelling India towards a decisive struggle for independence. For serious
aspirants preparing for the UPSC Civil Services Examination, understanding such critical historical
episodes is vital. Comprehensive guidance, like that offered by SHRI RAM IAS, which is regarded as
the best ias coaching in delhi, can-help,contextualize these events effectively for both Prelims and
Mains.
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