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DADABHAI NAOROJI: ARCHITECT OF 
INDIAN NATIONALISM 

The rise of Indian nationalism would have been impossible without the strenuous 

efforts of national leaders like Dadabhai Naoroji, who drew up plans for, and laid the 

foundations of, India's self-government. 

This architect of Indian nationalism was neither Hindu nor Muslim, but a descen­

dant of the followers of Zoroaster who had fled Persia after the Muslim conquest of 

that country in the seventh century and who had arrived in India in the tenth century. 

Settling as refugees along the western coast of India, the Zoroastrians, or Parsis (Per­

sians), emerged as a group most willing to do business with European traders. They 

were bound neither by caste rules nor by prejudice against taking interest on loans, 

and as a minority group they had little to lose and much to gain by dealing with the 

Europeans. Through their trading contacts, the Parsis became the most Westernized, 

and the wealthiest, single community in India. 

Dadabhai Naoroji was born in Bombay in 1825, the son of a Zoroastrian priest. His 

family name, Dordi, was little used; but the original meaning of the word (a twisted 

rope made of coconut husk) had a symbolic significance for Dadabhai, who was ab­

solutely inflexible once he had made up his mind. "You may burn a dordi," he once 

said, "but you can never take the twist out of it. So it is with me. When once I form a 

decision, nothing will dislodge me from it."3 

Tenacity of purpose was indeed his chief characteristic. He so distinguished him­

self in his studies at Elphinstone (Bombay's leading college) that he became at twenty­

seven its professor of mathematics-the first Indian to attain such an academic rank. 

At thirty he left India to become a partner in an Indian firm doing business in Eng­

land. His aim in moving to London, the heart of the empire, was not to gain wealth, but 

to be able to appeal directly to the British public for a better understanding of India's 

problems. For fifty years Dadabhai delivered papers on Indian subjects to numerous 

learned societies, submitted memoranda and petitions to British officials concerned 

with India, and agitated both privately and publicly, all in the service of a single 

cause: that Indians should be granted the same rights as other British subjects. 

With his famous theory of "the drain" of India's wealth to Britain, Dadabhai 

Naoroji sounded the keynote of Indian economic nationalism. But for all his bitter 

condemnation of the costliness of foreign government to his country, he never advo­

cated violent action. His loyalty to the parliamentary system of government was re­

warded in 1892 with his election to the British House of Commons on the Liberal 

ticket. The first Indian Member of Parliament, he served both his London constitu­

ency and the interests of India for three years, succeeding in his attempt to have a 

parliamentary commission investigate the financial administration of British India. 

He was also generous to young Indians who came to study in England in the 1860s, 

among whom were Surendranath Banerjea, W. C. Banerjee, Ramesh Chunder Dutt, 

and Badruddin Tyabji. 
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Dadabhai punctuated his long residence in England from 1856 onward with fre­

quent visits to India. In 1873-1874 he served as chief minister to the Indian state of 

Baroda to prevent it from being annexed by the British crown (the usual penalty for 

misgovernment in the princely states). He took a prominent part in the first session of 

the Indian National Congress in 1885 and was thrice elected its president-in 1886, 

1893, and 1906. The younger generation of nationalist leaders all looked up to the pa­

triarchal patriot for advice, and both Gandhi and Jinnah revered him. He returned to 

India in 1907 for the last decade of his life and died in Bombay in 1917; to this day the 

affectionate title "the Grand Old Man of India" is associated with his name. 

THE PROS AND CONS OF BRITISH RULE 

In the discussion following the presentation of a paper on India to a learned society in 

London in 1871, Dadabhai drew up an account of the advantages and disadvantages to 

India of British rule. It showed both his fairness in recognizing the good the British 

had done, and his persistent criticism of the crushing cost to India of their rule. 

Credit-In the Cause of Hwnanity: Abolition of suttee and infanticide. 

Destruction of Dacoits, Thugs, Pindarees, 4 and other such pests of Indian 

society. 

Remarriage of Hindoo widows, and charitable aid in time of famine. 

Glorious work all this, of which any nation may well be proud, and such as 

has not fallen to the lot of any people in the history of mankind. 

In the Cause of Civilization: Education, both male and female. Though yet 

only partial, an inestimable blessing as far as it has gone, and leading gradually 

to the destruction of superstition, and many moral and social evils. Resuscita­

tion of India's own noble literature, modified and refined by the enlightenment 

of the West. 

The only pity is that as much has not been done as might have been in this 

noble work; but still India must be, and is, deeply grateful. 

Politically: Peace and order. Freedom of speech and liberty of the press. Higher 

political knowledge and aspirations. Improvement of government in the native 

States. Security of life and property. Freedom from oppression caused by the 

caprice or avarice of despotic rulers, and from devastation by war. Equal jus­

tice between man and man (sometimes vitiated by partiality to Europeans). 

Services of highly educated administrators, who have achieved the above-men­

tioned good results. 

Materially: Loans for railways and irrigation. (I have been particularly charged 

with ignoring this, but I consider it one of the greatest benefits you have conferred 

upon India, inasmuch as it has enabled us to produce more than we could before, 

though there is not yet enough for all India's ordinary wants, and I have said this 
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in my paper.) I cannot ascertain the exact amount of investments in irrigation 
works, but I take them to be about fio,000,000, making the total £110,000,000. 

The development of a few valuable products, such as indigo, tea, coffee, silk, &c. 
Increase of exports. Telegraphs. 

Generally: A slowly growing desire of late to treat India equitably, and as a 
country held in trust. Good intentions. 

No nation on the face of the earth has ever had the opportunity of achieving 
such a glorious work as this .... I appreciate, and so do my countrymen, what 
England has done for India, and I know that it is only in British hands that her 
regeneration can be accomplished. Now for the debit side. 

Debit-In the Cause ofHwnanity: Nothing. Everything, therefore, is in your favor 
under this head. 

In the Cause of Civilization: As I have said already, there has been a failure to 
do as much as might have been done, but I put nothing to the debit. Much has 
been done, or I should not be standing here this evening. 

Politically: Repeated breach of pledges to give the natives a fair and reason­

able share in the higher administration of their own country, which has much 
shaken confidence in the good faith of the British word. Political aspirations 

and the legitimate claim to have a reasonable voice in the legislation and the 
imposition and disbursement of taxes, met to a very slight degree, thus treat­
ing the natives of India not as British subjects, to whom representation is a 
birthright. 

(I stop here ... to say a word to Mr. Hyde Clarke ... supposing that I desired 
the government of India to be at once transferred to the natives. In my belief a 

greater calamity could not befall India than for England to go away and leave 
her to herself.) 

Consequent on the above, an utter disregard of the feelings and views of the 
natives. The great moral evil of the drain of the wisdom and practical adminis­
tration and statesmanship, leaving none to guide the rising generation. (Here, 
again, have I been misunderstood. I complain not of Englishmen returning to 

their own country, but of the whole administration being kept entirely in Eng­
lish hands, so that none of the natives are brought up to and taught the respon­
sibilities and duties of office, so that we have none amongst ourselves to guide 
us as our elders and to teach us our duties as citizens and as moral beings .... ) 
The indifference to India, even of a large portion of those who have had an In­
dian career, and who are living on Indian pensions. The culpable indifference 

of a large portion of the people, the public press, and Parliament of this country 

to the interests of India; therefore, periodical committees of inquiry are abso­
lutely necessary, for the knowledge that such will take place would be a check 
on careless administration. With regard to the native states, though their system 
is improving, it is most unjust that their cases should be decided in secret. The 
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frequent change of officials is a constant source of disturbance in policy, and 
though it may be unavoidable, it is none the less hard upon India. 

Financially: All attention is engrossed in devising new modes of taxation, 
without any adequate effort to increase the means of the people to pay; and the 
consequent vexation and oppressiveness of the taxes imposed, imperial and lo­
cal. Inequitable financial relations between England and India, i.e., the politi­

cal debt of fioo,000,000 clapped on India's shoulders, and all home charges 
also, though the British exchequer contributes nearly £3,000,000 to the ex­
penses of the colonies. The crushing and economically rude and unintelligent 
policy of making the present generation pay the whole cost of public works for 
the benefit of the future, instead of making the political like all other machin­
ery, and distributing the weight so as to make a small power lift a large weight 
by the aid of time. The results of trying to produce something out of nothing, of 

the want of intelligent adaptation of financial machinery, and of much reckless 
expenditure; ending in financial embarrassments, and deep discontent of the 
people. 

Materially: The political drain, 3 up to this time, from India to England, of 

above £500,000,000, at the lowest computation, in principal alone, which with in­
terest would be some thousands of millions. The further continuation of this drain 
at the rate, at present, of above £12,000,000, with a tendency to increase .... 

The consequent continuous impoverishment and exhaustion of the country, 
except so far as it has been very partially relieved and replenished by the railway 
and irrigation loans, and the windfall of the consequences of the American war, 
since 1850. Even with this relief, the material condition of India is such that the 

great mass of the poor people have hardly 2d. a day .... 
The famines that were in their power to prevent, if they had done their duty, 

as a good and intelligent government. The policy adopted during the last fifteen 
years of building railways, irrigation works, etc., is hopeful, has already resulted 
in much good to your credit, and if persevered in, gratitude and contentment 
will follow. 

Contra.- Increase of exports [without adequate compensation]; loss of manu­

facturing industry and skill. Here I end the debit side .... 
To sum up the whole, the British rule has been-morally, a great blessing; 

politically peace and order on one hand, blunders on the other, materially, im­
poverishment (relieved as far as the railway and other loans go). The natives call 
the British system "Sakar ki Churi," the knife of sugar. That is to say there is no 
oppression, it is all smooth and sweet, but it is the knife, notwithstanding. I 

mention this that you should know these feelings. Our great misfortune is that 

you do not know our wants. When you will know our real wishes, I have not the 
least doubt that you would do justice. The genius and spirit of the British people 
is fair play and justice. The great problems before the English statesmen are 
two. 1. To make the foreign rule self-supporting, either by returning to India, in 
some shape or other, the wealth that has been, and is being, drawn from it, or 
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