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The story of India’s integration

The coming togethel of a fifth of all mankind into
a single nation is one of the great events in history

UDAY BALAKRISHNAN

India barely found the inclination to
celebrate its independence from Bri-
tain on August 15, 1947. Communal
riots and a massive influx of refugees
following Partition threatened to
fragment the fledgling country. Broke
and traumatised, it had nothing like
the Marshall Plan to cope with the
challenges it faced, despite signifi-
cantly contributing to the Allied vic-
tory in the Second World War.

[t was in such bleak conditions
that India took up the task of con-
vincing the heads of hundreds of
princely states to accede to it. That it
succeeded in doing so in less than
two years after Independence was no
miracle. The ‘integration project’
was the personal achievement of two
remarkable men — Sardar Vallabhb-
hai Patel, the first Home Minister and
Deputy-Prime Minister in Jawaharlal
Nehru’s Cabinet; and his efficient
confidant V.P. Menon.

Together, they per-
suaded the rulers of one
princely state after
another — nearly 600 in
all — to sign the Instru-
ments of Accession to
the Indian state. It
helped that India, as the
successor state to British
India, maintained a ten-
uous control over the
princely states to, as Me-
non explained, “protect their territo-
ries against external aggression and
to preserve peace and order through-
out the country.”
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Largely peaceful

India’s integration, historian Ian Co-
pland observed “represented a major
watershed. It swelled the area of the
new Indian state by over half a mil-
lion square miles and its population
by nearly 90 million people, redrew
the political map of the subcontinent
and overthrew an entire governing
order.” The process was largely
peaceful with a few exceptions, the
most prominent being Jammu and
Kashmir and Hyderabad.

In his book, The Story of the Inte-
gration of the Indian States, Menon
urged us not think of the project “on-
ly in terms of the consolidation of the
country,” but also “pause to consider
the toils and anxieties that had to be
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undergone till, step by step, the edif-
ice of a consolidated India was en-
shrined in the Constitution.” The
coming together of a fifth of all man-
kind, relatively peacefully, into a sin-
gle state is one of the great events in
history and one which we have sadly
all but forgotten. Unlike many Euro-
pean universities with centres that
study European integration, we have
none to look at our own.

India’s successful integration
holds significant lessons for the rest
of the world, especially to the coun-
tries of Europe and their fitful efforts
at coming together. It took the na-
tions of Western Europe thirteen
years following the Second World
War to start on their process of inte-
gration. This led to the establishment
of the European Economic Commun-
ity in 1958, and later, the European
Union (EU) in 1993. However, the EU
remains a tentative and inconclusive
experiment, with one
of its largest members —
the United Kingdom -
about to exit it. A Euro-
pean political union,
which looked very pos-
sible a decade back, is
not being discussed
even as a possibility to-
day. Contrast this with
India, which achieved
both an economic and
a political union within
a few years of gaining freedom, giv-
ing its people what Winston Churchill
expected Europeans to achieve but
so far have not — “a sense of enlarged
patriotism and common citizenship.”

Integrating a land and a people of
immense diversities to form one
country was no mean task. That this
was achieved without the mass mur-
ders, show trials and executions
which accompanied the rise of the
Soviet Union and China makes the
story of India’s coming together quite
the grandest one of the 20th century.
The 72nd anniversary of our Inde-
pendence also marks the time when
the integration of Indian states com-
menced in earnest. It is a fine time for
us to reflect on this achievement and
savour the moment.
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