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The states of India and Israel gained independence in August 1947 and
May 1948 respectively. Both pre-state communities were under British rule
before independence, India for some two hundred years and Israel for a
much shorter period of approximately thirty years. It is our thesis that both
communities’ demands for independence were led by organized nationalist
movements which, in both cases, were ideologically saturated with British-
oriented conceptions of political culture.
This article focuses on a comparative discussion regarding the political

cultures that developed towards independence and in post-colonial India
and Israel.1 It examines the similarities between both their nationalist
movements in the context of the British Empire’s disintegration, and shows
that even the dissimilarities are instructively comparable. In both cases, the
British Empire released its grip in a rather dialectical manner, accompanied
by directly and indirectly imparting elements of the retreating ruler’s own
home political culture. This article examines and compares how these
‘British elements’ worked in the Indian and Israeli nationalist movements
and later inside both independent states.
The British impact on both cultures is compared regarding three main

aspects: a) the democratic culture in both nationalist movements and their
historic evolution into parliamentary democracies; b) the commitment to
economic progress and modernity; and c) the role of English language and
culture. The chronological focus is on the decades preceding independence,
as well as on the formative years of the two new states.
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An examination of these two cases raises, indeed, some questions in
regard to the historical resemblance of both cases. One might argue that
the long duration of British occupation in India cannot be properly
compared to the short period of the British mandate in Palestine. Another
possible objectionmight emphasize the seemingly deep differences between
the Jewish and Hindu civilizations. Moreover, the two cases differ in
geographical dimensions and ethno-history. However, the relevant
significant similarities, despite the different circumstances—analyzed
against the backdrop of British polity, rule and decline—add up to an
especially instructive comparison.

THE CULTURAL– POLITICAL BACKGROUND

It is fundamental to this discussion to comprehend that, in both cases, the
nationalist movements did not raise an all-out struggle against British
imperialism; rather, both worked out dialectical relationships of struggle
against, and cooperation with, the Empire.2 Three major factors that
contributed to this political pattern were: the nature of British colonialism;
the genuine qualities of the civilizations of the colonized peoples; and the
basic world views of the two nationalist movements under discussion.
British colonial rule, in general (unlike other colonialisms), tended to

gradually prepare its subjects—grudgingly and bitterly, as was often the
case—for democracy. This happened thanks to two components of the
British colonial model: the establishment of ‘the rule of law’ through
effective (and increasingly indigenous) bureaucratic and judicial insti-
tutions and the provision of some system of representation and election,
giving the educated, native elites experience in political leadership and
limited governance. The resulting legacy was not simply the presence of
more effective political institutions at the time of independence, but also an
enduring cultural commitment to the procedures of democratic politics and
governance and to the rule of law as a constraint on government.3

This British tradition worked in both India and Israel to shape
nationalist movements to be wide open for absorbing British civic values.
The other factor that meaningfully worked to the same effect was the
nature of the civilizations of the Indian and Jewish nations.
Both India and Israel possess highly developed, ancient civilizations,

which, thanks to their genuine qualities, served their respective nationalist
movements to constructively respond to the British influence. Indian
pluralist civilization was responsive also because its social-religious
element did not generally embrace the political dimension; the politics of
foreign rulers was typically conceived separately, often even in secular
terms.4 Moreover, Hinduism was highly relevant regarding internal polity
as well. Never aspiring to a theocratic state, Hinduism inclined to
pluralism and to a checks and balances social–political system. Moreover,
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Hinduism gravitated towards individualistic thought and the pursuit of
dharma—the right and conscientious life. Thus, Indian society and
religious ideology constituted a basis for welcoming modern democracy.5

The Indian civilization’s potential for democracy is evidenced in neo-
Hindu philosophy, especially in Gandhi’s interpretation. He clearly
admitted that his personal philosophy was influenced by his acquaintance
with both Hindu culture andWestern scientific and philosophical literature
on Hinduism. Indeed, Gandhi’s extensive reading included some esoteric
theosophical literature, alongside Orientalist works. Significantly, he was
deeply impressed by Western thinkers who focused on individualism, such
as Ruskin, Emerson and Thoreau.6

In an interesting similarity to the Indian case, ancient Jewry’s polity was
generally rather pluralist. Perhaps even more significantly, about two
thousand years of Diaspora life inside host countries provided Jewry and
Judaism with the conspicuous quality of creative acculturation.7 Indeed,
one could look for Zionism’s democratic ‘roots’ in both the old pluralistic
Jewish religious tradition and in the long communal experience that
undoubtedly contributed—among other various factors—to the adoption
of democracy.8

Whatever the weight of the pro-democratic effects of the various
background components, they undoubtedly contributed to the result—that
both nationalist organizations tended to learn British democratic traditions
and both adopted democratic systems of elections right from the start. This
was the case with the Indian National Congress, first assembled in Bombay
in December 1885, as well as with the Zionist Congress, first assembled in
Basel in August 1897.
All differences considered,wemay safely conclude that bothmainstream

nationalist movements’ political philosophies rejected a violent course to
achieving their goals. As is well known, the Indian National Congress
shaped its endeavour largely in light of Gandhi’s genuine non-violent mass
resistance, known collectively as Satyagraha.9 The Zionist movement
carved a genuine ‘Constructive Zionism’ course, which focused on Jewish
immigration, settlement and fair development, while military power was
strictly controlled by civil authorities and was clearly confined to defending
the aforementioned pursuits.10

Both nationalist movements’ basic values were—at times explicitly, at
times subtly—intertwined with cultural depths and symbols of their
respective civilizations. Significantly, the Hindu and the Judaic dimensions
of the movements worked then to subtly shape their strategies in the
struggle against British imperialism. The anti-colonialism of the Indian
Congress and of Zionism was then saturated by their ancient civilizations
as well as their respect for British values and ideals.11
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PROTO-DEMOCRATIC ALIGNMENTS TOWARDS INDEPENDENCE

A relevant process that had preceded Indian nationalism was the growing
influence of utilitarian views, a fine example of which was the reform in
education, promoted by the historian and statesman Thomas Babington
Macaulay (1800–1859). Macaulay, who served in India in 1834–1838 as
a member of the Supreme Council of India, suggested in his famous
‘Minute on Indian Education’ that English language and values would
largely replace other local languages or cultures in the Indian educational
system.12 The paradoxical result of this reform was that prominent future
Indian leaders, such as Mohandes Karmachand Gandhi (1869–1948) and
Jawaharlal Nehru (1869–1964) graduated from an educational system
that emulated the British polity. No wonder then that these leaders, the
latter in particular, grew up believing in British civic–political ideals, thus
promoting democracy as the only option for an independent India. When
Nehru tried to analyze Gandhi’s success in the Indian National Congress,
this was a point he made emphatically.13 One has to remember that as the
ruler of the Indian sub-continent, Britain became indirectly responsible for
the very emergence of Indian nationalism; moreover, liberal British
elements can definitely be credited with the establishment and early
progress of the Indian nationalist movement.14

Perhaps thewatershed forbothmovementswasWorldWar I,whenBritain
crucially needed international help. Thus, on 20 August 1917 Edwin
Montagu, the Secretary of State for India, gave a dramatic speech in
Parliament and declared a whole new British policy towards India. The
bottom line was his intention to enable ‘increasing association of Indians in
every branch of the administration and progressive realization of responsible
government in India as an integral part of the British Empire’. This, of course,
was no licence for independence. Still, Montagu’s declaration significantly
expanded any former ideas about Indian responsibility in government, thus
marking a real turning point in imperial policy.15 TheMontagu–Chelmsford
reforms of 1919, which introduced a measure of self-government for India,
particularly in thefieldsof agriculture,healthandeducation,were theproduct
of this determined reformer.
The comparable proclamation, in the Zionist case, came several months

later in the form of the Balfour Declaration of 2 November 1917, which
promised a national home for the Jewish people. Its democratic dimension
was reflected in three aspects: the Jewish national home was to be
established only in part of Palestine (that, at that time, included Trans-
Jordan); the declaration went on to state that ‘it being clearly understood
that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious
rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine’; and finally, that the
Zionist project shall do nothing to undermine ‘the rights and political
status enjoyed by Jews in any other country’.16
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In India, the decades between the 1917 Montagu Declaration and the
1947 transfer of power were studded with meaningful imperial reforms
towards self-government—notably the 1935 Government of India Act; but
those decades were also characterized by the intensified mass mobilization
and radicalized social struggle of the Indian National Congress,
phenomena largely associated with Gandhi’s personality and non-violent
policies. Contemporary figures, like Krishna Menon (1897–1974), an
intimate friend of Nehru, also worked energetically in Britain to mobilize
(via the Independence for India League) enlightened public opinion for the
Indian cause.17 However, the focus of the Congress’s struggle was in India
itself.
The Zionist strategy differed in its heavier reliance on mobilizing public

opinion outside the homeland. Naturally, beyond activating labour and
liberal public opinion in Britain and other democratic countries, the
Zionist leadership persistently worked to mobilize the Jewish Diaspora,
especially in the English-speaking world, and particularly in Britain and
America (where large Jewish communities resided), and where ethnic-
pluralistic politics was historically ingrained and fully legitimate. This
reliance on public opinion in democratic countries critically shaped the
Zionist struggle in Palestine, encouraging it to conform to ‘democratic
rules of the game’. To be sure, the Zionist struggle for independence was
never ‘Gandhian’ in principle; yet, as mentioned above, the Zionist
organization’s military power strictly submitted to civil authority and was
carefully guided to sustain just ‘constructive Zionist’ goals. Indeed, the key
to Zionist diplomatic success was not military prowess, but a massive and
sophisticated mobilization of public opinion, Jewish, as well as general.18

Significantly, the mainstream leadership in both nationalist organizations
vehemently rejected terrorism. This shared anti-terrorist stance was
intertwined with both movements’ attempts to attain independence by
means that would correspond to the democratic nature of the envisioned
sovereign states. World War II served as a litmus test for the two nationalist
movements’ interconnectedness with Britain, as well as for their own value
systems.With the outbreak of the war in 1939, the IndianNational Congress
publicly stated (on 15 September 1939) its faith in democracy, its abhorrence
of the ideology and practice of Fascism andNazism, and its demand for a free
and democratic India, which would work for an enlightened world order.19

Politically, though, the Indian National Congress insisted on a clear
commitment of Britain to India’s independence as a precondition for its
support in the war effort.20 Britain failed to respond fully and eventually
arrested Congress leaders, Nehru included. The understanding between the
IndianNational Congress and the British Labour Party deepened during the
war years and was enhanced by the pursuit of an independent, democratic
India. At this time, during Nehru’s longest term in prison (August 1942 to
June 1945), another process took place—Nehru delved into Indian
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civilization and consequently deepened his aversion to totalitarianism. He
was fascinated by the idealism and ethics embedded in India’s culture before
the coming of the British, embracing the mellowness of the Indian spirit, its
desire and capacity to live and let live, appreciating its absorption of foreign
elements to form a new synthesis.21At this point, his trust in democracy and
in the dignity of man crystallized and Nehru came to believe deeply in the
basic right to freedom. He incisively denounced Fascism and Nazism for
their anti-humanistic philosophies and brutal policies.22

It is worthwhile to notice that, again, as in Gandhi’s case, Nehru
confessed to have learned of his own ancient culture fromWestern scholars
and his English tutors.23 It was in order to oppose the totalitarian, Fascist
philosophy and hideous Nazi actions that Gandhi declared Nehru to be his
heir; during that time, Nehru’s appreciation of the ethical and humanistic
aspects of Gandhi’s tradition became most profound and relevant. Thus,
despite the British/Congress conflict during the War, ideologically, those
years encouraged the Indian National Congress to further adhere to a
rather ‘civic-oriented’ kind of nationalism.
To illustrate the Congress’s anti-totalitarian commitment, one can look

at 1938–1939, when the Congress’s president at the time, Subhas Bose
(1897–1945), became fascinated by Mussolini and Hitler’s Fascist ideas
and advocated violence against the British. He was soon politically
disavowed by Gandhi, Nehru and the Congress. Bose then disappeared and
resurfaced during 1941 in Berlin. Eighteen months later, he returned to
Asia to lead a collaborationist army (Azad Hind Fauj) fighting alongside
the Japanese. Early victories were soon reversed and Bose fell back to the
continent’s East, where he died. The Bose affair clearly indicated what had
and what had not been the polity of the Indian National Congress.
The quasi-Fascist, pro-German terrorist group in the Zionist movement

was tiny, on the extreme margins and indeed considered lunatic; unlike
Bose’s project, this group’s scheme never even managed to establish any
contact with the Axis Powers.24 True, mainstream Zionism did try (like the
Indian National Congress) to use the circumstances of World War II to
press Britain to live up to its original commitment; as mentioned above, the
Zionists used American Jewry and general American interventionist
potential as leverage. However, the means employed to translate this
potential into actual pressure were conspicuously democratic; these efforts
concentrated on educating and arousing public opinion. For example,
David Ben-Gurion (1886–1973), who spent a good many months during
World War II in the United States publishing articles, educating various
audiences and tirelessly making speeches, concluded that:

the way to win the American government is to [first] win the people, win
public opinion; and the American people can be won. . . . We must
mobilize the American people, the press, the members of Congress, the
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churches, the labour leaders, the intellectuals; and when they are with
us – the government will be with us, and [President] Roosevelt will
help us. The road to Roosevelt passes through the American people.25

These and other Zionist, democraticmeans perfectly correspondedwith their
ultimate goal—the vision of a democratic Jewish state. The Zionists hoped
that, thanks to their massive international efforts, public opinion would
gradually impose itself uponBritainandeventually change its policy—to stick
to the letter and spirit of the aforementionedBalfourDeclaration (affirmedby
theLeagueofNations).This hope, for ademocratic Jewish state,was reflected
in numerous decisions including the Biltmore Declaration of 1942:

The Jewish people in its own work of national redemption welcomes the
economic, agricultural, and national development of the Arab peoples
and states. The Conference reaffirms the stand previously adopted at
Congresses of the World Zionist Organization, expressing the readiness
and the desire of the Jewish people for full cooperation with their Arab
neighbors . . . In the struggle against the forces of aggression and tyranny,
of which Jews were the earliest victims, and which now menace the
Jewish National Home, recognition must be given to the right of the Jews
of Palestine to play their full part in the war effort and in the defense of
their country, through a Jewish military force fighting under its own flag
and under the high command of the United Nations . . . The Conference
urges that the gates of Palestine be opened . . . for up-building the
country, including the development of its unoccupied and uncultivated
lands; and that Palestine be established as a Jewish Commonwealth
integrated in the structure of the new democratic world.26

The superficial observer, in the face of World War II, might see a vast
difference between these two nationalist movements: while the Indian
National Congress made its support conditional on Britain’s commitment
to withdraw, the Zionist movement was eager to participate in the Allies’
military effort to defeat the Axis Powers. One should recall, however, that
Indian soldiers had participated massively in World War I and that the
Indian National Congress’s leaders were disillusioned in 1918 regarding
their repeated calls for full Home Rule. Also, as indicated above, basic
values and even some strategies were shared. Both movements,
ideologically, thoroughly opposed Fascism, and the two of them
diplomatically made their way to independence by negotiating within the
democratic, English-speaking world. Both movements cultivated relation-
ships with labour and liberal circles in Britain and never gave up the hope
that enlightened public opinion would help their visions come true.
Indeed, India achieved its independence via the process justly coined

‘the transfer of power’. First it became a British dominion and later on an
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independent republic in the British Commonwealth. In fact, to further
illustrate this point, one of the most ardent attendees of the regular
Commonwealth conferences was Nehru, India’s first Prime Minister.27

In the Israeli case, there was hardly a ‘transfer of power’ since the last
years of the Mandate were characterized by bitter fighting by the Zionist
movement against the 1939 British White Paper’s anti-Zionist laws. Yet
these efforts were primarily confined to fighting those laws rather than
fighting against Great Britain itself.28 This limited confrontation with
Britain in the last years of the Mandate was accompanied by increasing
cooperation between the Zionist movement and the United States and its
Jews, a development that materially contributed to the success of the
Zionist cause.29With some similarity, the growing role of the United States
in international affairs during and after World War II also contributed to
Indian nationalism’s success, represented by the growing impact of the
Indian National Congress. However, one should clearly distinguish
between the course of Zionist diplomacy, which had been working
gradually mostly in the English-speaking world, especially in the US after
1939, and the Indian case, where the American factor played the role of ‘a
distant beacon’ until 1947.30

LAW AND GOVERNMENT

The above-mentioned common historical characteristics allow one to
appreciate the clear and strong commitment to democracy made by both
nationalist movements upon achieving independence. In the Indian case,
though, because of the more orderly transfer of power, the ideological
declaration of independence was actually double, produced by both the
‘Empire’ and the ‘Nation’. First, on the morning of 15 August 1947, Earl
Mountbatten was sworn in as Governor-General of India, and the new
Cabinet, headed by Nehru, was sworn in by the Governor-General. ‘With
this transfer of power by consent’, said the King’s message, read by
Mountbatten to the members of the Constituent Assembly, ‘comes the
fulfilment of a great democratic ideal to which the British and Indian
people alike are firmly dedicated’. And to this, Dr Rajendra Prasad (1884–
1963), a major Congressional leader, a close associate of Gandhi and later
the first President of the Indian Republic (1950–1962), being himself a
product of the best British law school, struck the historically appropriate
note in reply: ‘While our achievement is in no small measure due to our
sufferings and sacrifices, it is also the result of world forces and events, and
last, though not least, it is the consummation and fulfilment of the historic
traditions and democratic ideals of the British race’.31

Similarly, the Israeli Declaration of Independence of 14 May 1948
clearly promises that the state will foster the development of the country
for the benefit of all inhabitants; it will be based on freedom, justice, and
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peace. . . ; it will ensure complete equality of social and political rights to all
its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race, or sex; it will guarantee
freedom of religion, conscience, language, education, and culture.
True, a British, democratic contribution is not explicitly mentioned in

thisDeclaration, yet the BalfourDeclaration is counted among the principal
sources that legitimated the new state. Also, the founders of the state spoke
in the name of the shared struggle of the Jewish people and ‘the freedom and
peace-loving nations against the force of Nazi wickedness’, in accordance
with the founders of the United Nations.32

However, historically, the role of the mandatory power in the
democratic nature of the Jewish state was secondary to other pertinent
factors: the self-governing legacy of the Jewish Diaspora’s communal life;
the democratic structure and procedures of the Zionist organization; and
the generally democratic and rather pluralistic nature of the Yishuv (the
modern Jewish community in Palestine, that had preceded the establish-
ment of the State of Israel).33 Yet the moulders of the legal-constitutional
structure of the State of Israel significantly derived their inspiration also
from the format and spirit of British constitutionalism. Indeed, the British
democratic tradition was deeply respected in the Yishuv and throughout
Israel, and the Westminster Parliament was an admired model for the
young state. The Zionist habit of following debates in the British
Parliament reflected not just an interest, but also a vibrant, developing
Israeli democratic culture. Accordingly, one of the reasons often given,
during the first years of Israel, for postponing the drafting of a constitution
was the British experience, a case of a deeply-ingrained democracy without
a written constitution. Eventually, the first Israeli Knesset decided to
compose a constitution by writing down ‘basic laws’, which would
gradually fulfil the role of a comprehensive constitution. Those basic laws
would conform to the spirit of the Declaration of Independence that
envisaged Israel as both a democratic and a Jewish state.34

Independent India did write its comprehensive democratic constitution,
by a rather general consensus, thanks largely to the continuity between the
colonial legacy and the new regime, and in line with the example of
democratic Britain. The continuity between the Government of India Act
(1935) and the Constitution is substantial. The federal government has
three legislative powers: the Union, the states, and variations of both.
A combination of provincial autonomy and extensive powers to the central
government produces strong unitary features; the centre may control
the states. Another aspect of continuity is found in the preservation of the
colonial Indian Civil Service (ICS), renamed as the Indian Administrative
Service (IAS) at independence; this ‘steel frame’ was used to maintain order
in the country. Beyond the British colonial past, the Constitution adopts in
total the Westminster form of parliamentary government, rather than the
mixed parliamentary-bureaucratic authoritarian system which had
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actually existed in India. Secondly, fundamental rights were included in the
Constitution of India, but not in the Government of India Act. Thirdly, the
Constitution introduced universal adult suffrage.35

Thus, the Constitution also contains some unique features that reflect a
desire to depart from strict British parliamentary practice and to introduce
a value-oriented programme into the charter of the country. Note,
therefore, that the Constitution includes lists both of ‘Fundamental Rights
of the People’ and of ‘Directive Principles’, a combination of protections
for the people against the encroachments of state authority with directives
to the state to introduce specified reforms to make those rights effective.
Moreover, while the Congressional leaders respected the British–American
traditions, they (especially Nehru) pursued socio-economic reform; in a
social-democratic spirit, they wished to bring fairly rapid changes to the
social and economic systems. This might have had to do with Nehru’s
perception of the new world order, before and after World War II. Already
back in the 1930s, after he had been elected to the presidency of the Indian
National Congress, he was determined to identify Indian national goals as
opposing imperialism and capitalism, considered by him as inseparable.36

Thus, according to some of the Constitution’s Directive Principles, material
resources must be distributed and social services operated while promoting
the common good and avoiding an excessive concentration of wealth.37

To sum up the Indian case at independence, the leaders of the country
quite self-consciously maintained many features of the colonial legacy.
They also adopted some new features derived from the political practices
of Great Britain and the United States. However, though most of the
specific features of the Constitution of India and the administrative
structure retained or adopted at independence included borrowings from
abroad, they were adapted to the social structure, traditions and practices
of an entirely different society, as well as to the indigenous nationalist
trend. Ideas derived from the nationalist movement included national unity
and the integrity of the country; no political recognition of religious
communities; and the pursuit of a non-violent path, which, in other words,
meant maintaining Gandhi’s legacy. The leading ideas of the nationalist
elite at independence can perhaps, beyond democracy and parliamentar-
ianism, be summarized as follows: sovereignty, unity, order, a strong state,
secularism, economic self-sufficiency and the need for social and economic
reforms. As for the Nehru period, one can summarize that Nehru
articulated a similar set of ideological and policy goals, which emphasized
a non-dogmatic form of democratic socialism, secularism, economic
development through state-directed planning, and non-alignment in
international affairs.38

As for Israel, with significant similarity to Britain, the retreating
colonial power, it is a democratic republic with a parliamentary system of
government of the strong-cabinet type and a multiparty system with a
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dominant central party. This has changed in recent decades in Israel (and
more emphatically in India) towards a roughly two dominant parties
system and thus the similarity to Britain is even greater. Moreover, a strong
tendency towards political and administrative centralization is evidenced
in the Israeli system. The electoral system, though, has been a continuation
of the one which prevailed in theWorld Zionist Organization—an extreme
form of proportional representation.39

The legal and judicial system of Israel was markedly in the Anglo-
American tradition, but less so than in independent India, where it had
developed gradually and constructively out of the old colonial system.
Although Israel is a secular state by governance and basic legal system, it is
officially a ‘Jewish state’, aiming to realize Zionism. This aspect is reflected
chiefly in the Law of Return (1950), under which the right of every Jew to
settle in Israel is recognized, and recognizing the official status of theWorld
Zionist Organization in Israel (1952). The Holocaust and its consequences
also led to the establishment of the Yad Va-Shem Memorial Authority
(1953) and Holocaust Memorial Day (1959). Laws relating to Jewish law
and religion (in parallel to other religions) cover such subjects as Jewish
religious services budgets (1949), the Chief Rabbinate Council (1955), and
the jurisdiction of religious courts in marriage and divorce (1953).
When one addresses the social dimension of both constitutions it is, as

mentioned above, India that differs in principle from the Anglo-American
tradition; the constitution-like Basic Laws of Israel do not legislate social
structure or the distribution of wealth at all. However, the socialist and
cooperative sectors in Israel’s mixed economy and the highly organized
labour movement have, over the years, enacted extensive labour and social
insurance legislation.40 Perhaps it is themagnitude of India’s social problems
and poverty that painfully challenged the framers of its Constitution to
directly address social issues.

ECONOMY AND MODERNITY

Upon independence both new states, India and Israel, launched policies to
encourage energetic and systematic industrial, economic and scientific
development. Was this national dynamism and ambition a reaction to
imperialist suppression and stagnation? Or perhaps, here too, as in the
political sphere, the continuing factors were significant?
As a matter of fact, the industrialization of India began many decades

before its independence. By ‘industrialization’, we are not referring to the
mere development of means of communication and transportation, aimed
at exporting materials out of the colony, or the exporting of raw materials
to be manufactured in Britain. Rather, we have in mind the process of
‘imperial industrialization’, paradoxically encompassing the development
of manufacturing industries owned by Indians in India. A broad, factual
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search, along with a sensitive and dialectical analysis, is required in this
context. It is difficult to discern any overt imperial ideology; British
imperialism was mainly a pragmatic exercise and thus the statistics are
especially instructive. Indeed, the crucial aspect is the change in British
exports to India. While in the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-1930s the
value of manufactured textiles did not even double (from £7 million to £11
million), the category of ‘machinery’ increased almost sixty-fold (from
£100,000 to almost £6 million).41

Moreover, this process of India’s industrialization often called upon local
nationalist aspirations for speedier and more expansive economic progress,
and for an increased number of Indian businessmen to support the Congress’
nationalist vision. The Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and
Industry, established in the 1930s, acted in tandem with the leaders of the
Indian National Congress to press for alternative fiscal, monetary, exchange,
remittance and trade policies. Indeed, the foreign rulers who dramatically,
though unintentionally, changed the economy of India never took its national
reorganization to be an overall dynamic development; this was precisely
where Indian nationalism vigorously entered in.42

Yet the Indian capitalist class was not a distinct or unified group in
national politics. Between the Ottawa Conference of 1932 and the ‘Indo-
British Trade Agreement’ of 1939 in particular, Indian business leaders
played a complex political game to attract both the colonial government
and the nationalist movement’s support for a favourable relationship with
the rest of the imperial system. The British introduced science into the sub-
continent; they even developed organizational frameworks for the
scientific advancement of indigenous scholarship. This is evidenced in
the 1942 foundation of the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research,
based on a British model, as a major agency for the promotion and
direction of industrial research in India.43

Yet the British never considered a comprehensive, far-sighted plan for
scientific progress in India. Thus, the emerging Indian scientific community
developed a dialectical attitude towards the imperial authorities; they were
oriented towards the scientific establishment of the imperial power, but
they were primed to participate in the radical, nationalist course for
independence, and later on in the government’s endeavour to system-
atically and energetically advance Indian science.44

Sir S. Radhakrishnan, Professor of Eastern Religions and Ethics at the
University of Oxford, further illuminated the background when claiming
that the successful post-independence, nationalist scientific course was
helped by Indian civilization’s genuine aptitude for such development:

The spirit of science is not dogmatic certainty but the disinterested
pursuit of truth, and Hinduism is infused by the same spirit . . . fixed
intellectual beliefs mark off one religion from another, but Hinduism sets
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itself no such limits. It is comprehensive and synthetic, seeing unity not in
a common creed but in common quest for truth. Hinduism is more a way
of life than a form of thought. It insists not on religious conformity but on
a spiritual and ethical outlook in life. It is a fellowship of all who accept
the law of right and earnestly seek for the truth . . . Gandhi’s leadership
today is responsible for great forward steps in Hinduism. His whole
method springs out of the traditional ideas of Hinduism, and he
emphasizes the ethical and social aspects of it . . . we are today in the
midst of a Hindu renaissance. . . . In a renaissance the eternal principles
are being reborn to be applied to a new life in new ways. There is a
growth of a new spirit like the one which shattered the medieval order. . . .
The renaissance that is active today is a repetition of processes familiar to
the growth of Hinduism and is impelled by contact with western culture
brought by the advent of the British in India.45

Winner of the Nobel Prize in literature V.S. Naipaul illustrates the same
point fifty years later in his own stimulating literary style:

The development of Indian science interested me. What sort of people
had made the move, and given India an industrial revolution in 50 years?
In Bombay I had fleetingly talked to Dr Srinivasan, chairman of the
Indian Atomic Energy Commission . . . He had told me then that his
grandfather had been a purohit, a priest . . . His father . . . had been a
schoolmaster . . .Out of that confluence—the new education, the purohit
or brahmin’s difficult, abstract learning, the concern with the right
performance of complicated rituals, the stillness that went with the
performance of some of those rituals—there had come a generation of
scientists. The old Hindu Sanskrit learning—which a late 18th-century
scholar-administrator like Sir William Jones had seen as archaic and
profound as the Greek, and had sought, in a kind of romantic, living
archaeology, to dig up from secretive, caste-bound brahmins in the
North—that old learning had, 200 years later, in the most roundabout
way, seeded the new.46

To sum up the Indian case, in the economic and scientific spheres, as in the
political one, favourable forces and reformatory trends nurtured in the
colonial period were part and parcel of an evolutionary Indian nationalism,
up to its independence and beyond.
Similar to the case of India, British rule in Palestine laid down some

foundations for the independent Jewish state’s economic development.
Throughout the course of Jewish–British interaction, rather than squarely
fighting Britain, the Zionists concentrated on using their relations to
further their economic autonomy, especially in agriculture. The Zionist
traditional ideology of switching to productive industries—those
connected to the land, its produce and related manufacturing—was one
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of the aspects that distinguished it, for some time, from the Indian
Congressional point of view.47

As in India, the British authorities in Palestine installed a framework for
the development of science; they established a meteorological service, a
forestry station, and veterinary and hydrological institutes. The British
encouraged the creation of the Standards Institute, as well as the Board of
Scientific and Industrial Research (1942), which was established in the
same year they founded the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research
(CSIR) in India. Similar to India, Israel does not enjoy a plenitude of
natural resources; thus, advancing higher education and creating scientific
institutes were high on the agendas of both nascent states. As in the Indian
case, the Israeli nationalist educational endeavour did not begin from
scratch but was rather of a continuing nature; Jewish pursuit of scientific
progress, and learning from Britain were ‘bred in the bones’ of the local
Jewish scientific community. To illustrate this point, the first President of
Israel, Dr Chaim Weizmann (1874–1952), earned his chemistry PhD in
Britain and then helped establish the Daniel Sieff Institute in Israel (1949),
later to become the world famous Weizmann Institute of Science. Another
example is the evolution of the Council for Higher Education (1958)—
ardently supported by the first Prime Minister of Israel, David Ben-
Gurion—that eventually developed in accordance with the British model.48

ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND CULTURE49

The status of the English language, in both India and Israel, also reflects the
evolutionary courses of the two nationalist movements, as well as the
complex impact of the British Empire.
India has at least a dozen major languages and a score of others. The

language problem focused on the questions of whether or not Hindi should
be the official language of the Union government and whether the Hindi
should supersede English. Since there are extensive sections of India that use
non-Aryan languages (such as the Tamil), the compromise that was worked
out in India’s Constitution (1950), that Hindi would replace English within
15 years, was quite fragile. English continued to serve as a vital second
language (defined at times as an ‘associate language’ to theHindi) even after
1965. Nehru himself looked for practical compromises that preferred
English for several reasons beyond the obvious unity implication: using
English was in India’s best economic and diplomatic interest; English
connected India to the modern world and modernity; and English worked
as a barrier against Hindu chauvinism. He emphatically summed up his
view that English was very important ‘because it is a major window to the
modern world for us. If we close it, it is at the peril of our future’.50

This window is still wide open. Despite many nationalist expectations
that the English language press would decline rapidly and the vernacular
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newspapers would gain in importance, precisely the reverse happened.
English is used primarily in literature and in the academic professions,
further reflecting the vitality of the continuing factors in Indian life.51

English in independent Israel has an important position. Officially, it is
the third language after Hebrew and Arabic, but in reality it plays the role
of a second language. Children in Israel, after its independence, began to
study English in the fifth grade; today they begin in the third grade. English
literature and poetry are at the core of English language studies.
Furthermore, the role of the English language in the Israeli educational
system is typically interwoven with an appreciation for British culture and
values. Thus, Britain is described in the Israeli educational texts not just as
a defeated empire, but also, and emphatically so, as the ‘mother of
parliaments’. The high-school history curriculum depicts the French
Revolution as the beginning of a new epoch, but the road leading to this
event is often presented as being a rather gradual development that took
place, first and foremost, in the English-speaking world after the Magna
Carta.52

The strong position of the English language in both these independent
countries tells much about their political culture, which is evidently
democratic and, in a measure, Anglo, and later Anglo-American oriented.
And yet it seems that in both cases the general British cultural impact has
been quite restricted. No Anglo-Indian cultural intimacy evolved, nor have
values of liberalism and individualism penetrated widely. One should
always bear in mind Gandhi and his impact in order to properly appreciate
the positive role of Hinduism and ethno-symbols in the ‘national
awakening’ of India.53 Modern Hinduism, exemplified by the personality
and innovative religious course of Mahatma Gandhi, the revered partner
and patron of Nehru in the nationalist enterprise, tended towards reform.
Consequently, a genuine, grassroots religious development, intertwined
with democratic, mainstream nationalism, as has been the case, provided
India with a crucial, spiritual quality—working out a synthesis between
being ‘true to itself’ while adopting certain British political values and
traditions.54

In the Zionist case, no parallel religious development took place. The
religious components of the Zionist enterprise, generally speaking, have
been squarely Orthodox. This rigidity and consequent polarization in the
Zionist movement weakened its ability to harmoniously synthesize Judaism
and modernity. With the lack of a powerful, authentic, Gandhi-like
backing, the Zionist enterprise, led by the secular Ben-Gurion and labour
leaders (their genuine interest in the Bible notwithstanding), lacks a cultural
cohesiveness. However, as in the case of India, Zionism too, did not
cultivate an intimate, cultural interaction with Britain. True, Zionism
developed mainly as a secular democratic enterprise; yet, after all, Israel
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emerged to realize a nationalist-cultural renaissance and national political
liberation first, and shared British–Zionist values second.55

CONCLUSIONS

To further illustrate this article’s main thesis, one can elaborate on the two
parallel leaders of these national movements, the key personalities: Nehru
and Ben-Gurion, the first Prime Ministers of India and Israel, who served
their independent countries during the same period (1947–1964 and
1948–1963 respectively). A penetrating biographer of Nehru, Sarvepalli
Gopal, concludes the first chapter of Nehru’s biography (discussing his
early years in Britain) as follows:

He brought back with him attachments to Britain, and the values he
considered British, which were never to leave him. They moulded his
outlook, sustained him in his struggles and influenced his policies in the
days of power. Throughout his life, Britain was a country with which
Jawaharlal identified extensively in the personal sense. Indeed, he felt
that his reaction to foreign rule would be that, in similar circumstances,
of any average Englishman uncontaminated by imperialism.56

Democracy and deep respect for the individual human being were among
the ‘British values’ Nehru adhered to and pursued to his last day. All along,
he associated them with Gandhi’s religious and ethical teachings.57

Unlike Nehru, Ben-Gurion’s formative years were not spent at ancient,
distinguished British universities. Yet, though born in Poland and living in
Palestine since his pioneering youth, his subsequent international
experiences and the realities of the scattered Jewish people caused him to
learn and cherish British democracy and national virtues. Shlomo Aronson
convincingly argues that Ben-Gurion particularly appreciated British twin
principles of government: the ‘rule of law’ and ‘parliamentary democracy’.
According to Aronson, Ben-Gurion also pursued two British character-
istics: an ingrained sense of fairness and adamant bravery in defence of the
homeland against enemies at all costs.58

There are, then, basic similarities between these two ‘founding leaders’,
originating in their British values orientation and their thoughtful and
persistent efforts to synthesize them with historic nationalist narrations.
The views of Nehru and Ben-Gurion sustain the conclusions of this

article. The two emerging nationalist movements conducted—vis-à-vis the
British Empire—a complex, dialectical, and progressive anti-colonial
struggle. At least in the three important aspects analyzed—the govern-
mental, the economic–scientific and the linguistic–cultural—the Indian
and the Zionist national movements and their subsequent independent
states adopted and adapted major elements of the retreating British rulers’
home polity and culture.59
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