Royal Indian Navy Mutiny of 1946: The Naval Revolt
That Exposed the Erosion of British Authority in
India
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Recent Developments:

The 80th Independence Day in 2026 has renewed historical attention to the Royal Indian Navy (RIN)
Mutiny of February 1946, one of the final major anti-colonial uprisings before India became independent.
The mutiny is particularly relevant to the study of the end of British colonial rule, because it demonstrated
that discontent had entered an important section of the armed forces, which had traditionally been a principal
instrument of imperial control.

The Government of India’s Azadi Ka Amrit Mahotsav historical repository describes the naval uprising as
one of the final major challenges to British authority and records its spread across 78 ships and 22 naval
units.

The episode remains significant for UPSC because it connects post-war economic distress, racial
discrimination, INA trials, military discontent, wor king-class mobilisation, communal unity and the
weakening of colonial coercive power.

The RIN Mutiny should not be presented as the sole cause of | ndian independence; rather, it was one of
several developments that weakened the sustainability of British rule after the Second World War.

What Wasthe Royal Indian Navy Mutiny?

The Royal Indian Navy Mutiny, also known asthe RIN Revolt or Naval Mutiny of 1946, began on 18
February 1946 at HMIS Talwar, the naval signal-training establishment in Bombay.

The immediate participants were I ndian naval ratings, aterm used for enlisted personnel in the colonial
Indian Navy.

What began as a protest over food, wor king conditions and discriminatory treatment rapidly developed
into a broader anti-colonial movement involving naval personnel, civilians, workers and students.

The revolt spread from Bombay to important naval centresincluding K arachi, Calcutta, Madras and other
coastal establishments, making it one of the largest military disturbances against British rule after the
Revolt of 1857.

Government historical material records that the revolt eventually involved 78 ships and 22 naval units,
while contemporary historical accounts commonly place the number of participating sailors at over 20,000.
The uprising ended after the striking sailors agreed to surrender following intervention by Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel, with the final surrender taking place on 23 February 1946 according to the Government
of India s historical account.

Historical Background:

Expansion of the Royal I ndian Navy during World War 11:
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e The Royal Indian Navy expanded rapidly during the Second World War, increasing from arelatively
small pre-war force into a much larger wartime organisation.

e Therapid expansion brought large numbers of Indiansinto military service, but post-war demobilisation
created uncertainty over employment, status and future prospects.

e Indian personnel increasingly compared their wartime contribution with the privileges and treatment received
by European personnel, intensifying dissatisfaction within the force.

Racial Discrimination and Service Grievances:

e Indian ratings faced inferior food, over crowded facilities, discriminatory treatment and racial abuse,
while British personnel enjoyed comparatively better facilities and privileges.

e The problem was not restricted to material conditions because the colonial military hierarchy also reflected a
broader racialised structure of authority.

e The Government of India's historical repository records complaints concerning poor -quality food,
inadequate facilities, unequal treatment and humiliating service conditions.

e These grievances created the organisational environment in which arelatively local service dispute could
rapidly acquire apolitical and nationalist character.

Earlier Signs of Unrest:

e The RIN had experienced smaller-scale protests and agitations during the wartime period, indicating that
dissatisfaction among Indian ratings predated the February 1946 uprising.

e The experience of wartime mobilisation also increased political awareness among Indian personnel and
exposed them to wider nationalist currents.

e The mutiny therefore emerged from an existing combination of military dissatisfaction, racial
discrimination and growing anti-colonial consciousness.

I mpact of the INA Trials:

e Thelndian National Army (INA) trialsat the Red Fort generated widespread public sympathy for the
accused soldiers and strengthened nationalist sentiment during 1945-46.

e Thetrials also affected members of the armed forces because the INA controversy raised questions about
loyalty to the colonial state versusloyalty to India.

e The Government of India's historical material specifically identifiesthe INA movement and itstrialsasan
important background factor behind the naval revolt.

Immediate Causes and Trigger:

Conditionsat HMI S Talwar:

e HMIS Talwar was an important naval signal-training establishment in Bombay and became the principal
centre from which the revolt spread.

e Indian ratings had already been protesting against poor food and discriminatory service conditions before
the full-scale strike began.

e B.C. Dutt, among the important early activists, had displayed nationalist slogans and circulated anti-colonial
material, contributing to the growing atmosphere of resistance.

Role of Commander F.W. King:

e The conduct of Commander F.W. King, the commanding officer at HMIS Talwar, became an important
immediate source of resentment.

e Hisalleged racial abuse of Indian ratings intensified existing grievances and transformed dissatisfaction into
open defiance.
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e On 18 February 1946, the ratings launched a strike over food and service conditions, which rapidly
developed into awider revolt.

Why the Revolt Spread Rapidly:

e HMIS Tawar was associated with naval communications and signalling, allowing information and strike
appeals to spread rapidly between naval establishments.

¢ Radio communication enabled the Bombay revolt to influence sailors at other naval stations and on ships
operating elsewhere.

e The movement therefore moved quickly from alocalised service protest to a geographically disper sed
naval uprising.

Major Demands of the M utineers:

e The demands combined service-related grievances with nationalist and anti-imperialist demands.

e The sailors demanded improvementsin food, pay, living conditions and service treatment, along with an
end to racia discrimination.

e They demanded action against officials responsible for alleged racial abuse and mistreatment.

e They sought fair arrangements for demobilisation and post-ser vice employment, reflecting the insecurity
created by post-war military contraction.

e They demanded the release of INA prisonersand other political detainees, thereby linking the naval strike
with the wider nationalist movement.

e They also demanded the withdrawal of Indian troops from Indonesia, where Indian troops had been
deployed in the post-war period.

e Thedogan “ Quit India” increasingly transformed the movement from a service dispute into an explicit
challenge to British colonial rule.

Organisation and L eader ship:

Naval Central Strike Committee:

e Astherevolt expanded, the sailors established a Central Strike Committee to coordinate the movement.

e M.S. Khan and Madan Singh emerged as prominent leaders of the sailors' organisation.

e The committee represented an attempt to give an increasingly spontaneous revolt an organised political and
operational structure.

Symbolism of the Indian National Navy:

e The mutineers symbolically challenged the colonial identity of the force by referring to it as the I ndian
National Navy.

e The change represented an attempt to replace the legitimacy of the British Crown with the idea of an
independent Indian nation.

e The symbolism demonstrated that the revolt had moved beyond demands concerning food and service
conditions.

Flags and Nationalist Unity:

e Thesailorsdisplayed the flags of the Indian National Congress, Muslim League and Communist Party,
symbolising atemporary convergence of different political currents against colonial authority.

e Thisepisodeis particularly important because it demonstrated cr oss-communal participation at atime
when political tensions between Congress and the Muslim L eague were becoming increasingly intense.

e The combination of political symbols also reflected the diverse ideological influences operating among the
sailors.
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Spread of the Mutiny:

Bombay:

e Bombay became the principal centre of the revolt, with naval ratings taking control of several ships and
establishments.

e The movement quickly received support from sections of the working class, students and urban
population.

e The Government of India's historical repository records that thousands of civilians participated in
demonstrations and that people supplied food to the striking sailors.

Karachi:

e Therevolt spread to Karachi, where sailors also challenged British naval authority.
e Karachi was strategically important because it was one of the principal naval centres of British India.
e The spread to Karachi demonstrated that the uprising was not merely a Bombay-based disturbance.

Other Naval Centres:

e Therevolt aso reached naval establishmentsin Calcutta, Madras and other parts of the Indian coastline.

e Radio communication played an important role in connecting the different centres of unrest.

e The geographical spread increased British fears that the disturbance could develop into awider military
breakdown of discipline.

Civilian and Working-Class Support:

e The naval revolt received substantial support from sections of Bombay’ s wor kers and students, converting
amilitary disturbance into a broader urban mobilisation.

e Workers, including sections of the dockyard and industrial wor kfor ce, participated in strikes and
demonstrations.

e Civilians supplied food and other necessities to the striking sailors, demonstrating that the revolt had acquired
significant popular sympathy.

e The participation of workers and students is important because it created the possibility of coordination
between military personnel and civilian political movements.

e This combination increased British concerns about the reliability of the colonial administrative and coercive
apparatus.

Response of Nationalist L eader ship:

Indian National Congress:

The Congress leader ship did not endor se the continuation of the mutiny, despite recognising the
nationalist sentiments among the sailors.

Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel played the decisive role in persuading the ratings to surrender.

Patel's approach reflected concerns that uncontrolled military rebellion could lead to lar ge-scale violence,
administrative breakdown and complicationsfor negotiationswith the British.

The Government of India’ s historical account confirms Patel’ s role in securing the surrender of the sailors.

Mahatma Gandhi:

e Mahatma Gandhi criticised the mutiny because he regarded an unorganised military uprising as an
inappropriate method for achieving political freedom.
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e His position reflected the Congress preference for a politically controlled transition rather than an armed or
military-led confrontation.

Muslim League:

e Muhammad Ali Jinnah aso did not support continuation of the armed revolt.
e Theresponse of both Congress and the Muslim League contributed to the political isolation of the mutineers.

Communist Party of India:

e The Communist Party of I ndia was more supportive of the naval uprising and encouraged wider popular
mobilisation.

e Communist involvement helped connect the naval revolt with the wor king-class strike movement in
Bombay.

British Response and Suppression:

e The British authorities treated the mutiny as a serious threat to military discipline and imperial security.

e British naval forces prepared for military action, while authorities attempted to isolate the sailors from
civilian supporters.

e Therevolt was eventually suppressed through a combination of military pressure, political negotiation and
theintervention of Indian political leaders.

e Demonstrations supporting the sailors were met with police and military firing, resulting in substantial
civilian casualties. Government historical material records that hundreds of people were killed and thousands
injured during the suppression.

e The British authorities ultimately secured the surrender of the sailors on 23 February 1946, following
negotiations led by Patel.

e Many participants subsequently faced dismissal, disciplinary action or prosecution, meaning that surrender
did not trandlate into complete acceptance of their demands.

Why Did the Mutiny Fail?

Absence of Sustained Palitical Support:

e The most important limitation was the absence of sustained support from the principal nationalist political
organisations.

e Congressand the Muslim L eague preferred a controlled political transition and did not want the revolt to
escalate into awider armed confrontation.

Military Superiority of the British:

e The British retained control over substantial military resources and could deploy loyal forces against the
mutineers.
e The sailorstherefore lacked the military capacity to sustain a prolonged confrontation with the colonial state.

Lack of Centralised National Leadership:

e Unlikethe Indian National Army under Subhas Chandra Bose, the naval revolt lacked a single national
political or military leader capable of transforming it into a coordinated nationwide campaign.
e Its organisation developed rapidly during the uprising and therefore remained relatively improvised.

Limited Strategic Objectives:
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e The movement combined service grievances, nationalist objectives and anti-imperialist demands, but it
did not develop a comprehensive strategy for replacing colonial authority.

e Thislimited its ability to move from an uprising within the armed forces to a sustained challenge to the
colonial state.

Historical Significance:

Challenge to the Loyalty of the Armed Forces:

e The greatest significance of the RIN Mutiny was that it challenged the assumption that the British could
indefinitely depend upon Indian personnel within the armed forcesto maintain colonial rule.

e Therevolt occurred within the military institution that the British relied upon for maintaining order, making it
strategically more alarming than an ordinary civilian protest.

e The possibility of simultaneous unrest among the Navy, Air Force, Army and civilian population raised
serious questions about the long-term viability of British rule.

Link with the INA Movement:

e The mutiny demonstrated that the psychologica impact of the INA trials and the nationalist controver sy
surrounding Subhas Chandra Bose had extended beyond civilian politics.

e The connection between the INA issue and military unrest weakened the colonial government's ability to
portray the armed forces as uniformly loyal to British authority.

Demonstration of Popular-Military Convergence:

e The participation of workers, students and civilians transformed the mutiny into a broader anti-colonial
mobilisation.

e The episode therefore illustrates the convergence of economic grievances, nationalist consciousness and
military discontent during the final phase of British rule.

I mpact on British Calculations:

e The RIN Mutiny occurred at atime when Britain was already facing the economic and strategic
consequences of the Second World War.

e Britain had to consider the costs of maintaining alarge colonial military establishment while simultaneously
managing growing political demands for independence.

e The mutiny consequently reinforced the perception that maintaining India through coer cive military power
was becoming increasingly difficult.

RIN Mutiny and the End of British Rule:

e The mutiny should be understood as one component of alarger chain of developments that weakened British
authority after 1945.

e These developmentsincluded the INA trials, post-war economic difficulties, labour unrest, political
mobilisation, military discontent and the growing demand for transfer of power.

e The British government announced the dispatch of the Cabinet Mission to Indiain 1946, marking a major
phase in negotiations over India’s constitutional future.

e The RIN Mutiny therefore formed part of the wider context in which Britain increasingly sought a political
settlement and transfer of power rather than indefinite colonial coercion.

e Itishistorically inaccurate to state that the mutiny alone forced Britain to grant independence; its significance
lies in demonstrating the er osion of the coer cive foundations of imperial rule.

The Attlee-Chakravartti Account: A Caution for UPSC:
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A frequently cited post-independence account states that former British Prime Minister Clement Attlee later

attributed Britain's decision to leave India substantially to the impact of the INA activities and the RIN

Mutiny, rather than to the Quit India Movement alone.

e Thisaccount is associated with Justice P.B. Chakravartti, who later recalled a conversation with Attlee.

e However, thistestimony is aretrospective recollection and should not be treated as an uncontested
primary-sour ce explanation of British withdrawal.

e For UPSC answers, the safer formulation is that the RIN Mutiny and INA phenomenon contributed to

British doubts about the reliability of Indian armed for ces, while Britain's withdrawal resulted from a

combination of political, economic, strategic and military factors.

RIN Mutiny and the Quit India Movement: A Compar ative Per spective:

Quit India Movement, 1942:

e The Quit India M ovement represented a mass political struggle initiated by the Indian National Congress
during the Second World War.

e Itscentral demand was the immediate end of British rule, and it involved widespread civil disobedience,
underground resistance and popular mobilisation.

e The movement was severely suppressed by the colonia government.

RIN Mutiny, 1946:

e The RIN Mutiny began as amilitary protest over service conditions but quickly acquired a pronounced anti-
colonial character.

e It directly affected an important component of the colonial armed forces and received significant support
from sections of the urban population.

e Itsimportance therefore lies particularly in the erosion of military loyalty and colonial coer cive capacity.

UPSC Analytical Link:

e Quit India weakened the political legitimacy of British rule, while the RIN M utiny exposed
vulnerabilitiesin the coer cive machinery that sustained that rule.

e TheINA trialsfurther connected nationalism with the question of loyalty within the armed forces.

e Together, these devel opments help explain why the post-1945 British strategy increasingly shifted towards
negotiated transfer of power.

Key Personalities:

M.S. Khan:

e M.S. Khan emerged as an important |eader of the Naval Central Strike Committee and represented the
organised leadership of the striking sailors.

Madan Singh:

e Madan Singh served alongside M.S. Khan in leading the sailors and represented the role of Indian ratingsin
coordinating the wider revolt.

B.C. Dutt:

e B.C. Dutt was an important early activist whose nationalist activities at HMIS Talwar contributed to the
atmosphere preceding the February uprising.

Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel:
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e Sardar Patel played acrucial role in persuading the sailors to surrender, thereby preventing the revolt from
escalating further.

Muhammad Ali Jinnah:
e Muhammad Ali Jinnah opposed continuation of the armed revolt and urged restraint among Muslim sailors.
Subhas Chandra Bose:

¢ Although Subhas Chandra Bose was not aleader of the RIN Mutiny, the political impact of the INA and its
trials contributed to the nationalist environment in which the revolt occurred.

Important Factsfor Prelims.

Event: Royal Indian Navy Mutiny, 1946.

Beginning: 18 February 1946.

Initial Centre: HM IS Talwar, Bombay.

Participants: Indian naval ratings.

Major Leadership: M.S. Khan and Madan Singh.

Important Early Activist: B.C. Dutt.

Major Grievances: Poor food, discriminatory treatment, racial abuse, service conditions, pay and
demobilisation concerns.

Major Political Issues. INA prisoners, Quit India sentiment and withdrawal of Indian troops from
Indonesia.

Major Naval Spread: Bombay, Karachi, Calcutta, Madras and other naval establishments.

Scale: Government historical material records 78 ships and 22 naval units.

Civilian Support: Significant participation by workers, students and residents of Bombay.
CongressIntervention: Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel persuaded the sailors to surrender.

End of Mutiny: 23 February 1946 according to the Government of India s historical repository.
Historical Importance: Demonstrated the weakening of British military authority and confidence in the
loyalty of Indian armed personnel.

Common Factual Trapsfor UPSC:

e The RIN Mutiny did not begin as a purely political revolt; it began primarily as a protest over service
conditions and subsequently acquired awider nationalist character.

e Therevolt wasnot led by Subhas Chandra Bose, although the INA movement and its trials influenced the
political atmosphere surrounding it.

e Congressand the Muslim League did not support the continuation of the mutiny, although sections of
the wider political spectrum and the Communist Party supported the sailors.

e Therevolt was not successful in securing the immediate demands of the sailors and ended through
surrender.

e Themutiny was not the solereason for British withdrawal from India; it was one factor within a much
broader post-war crisis of British imperial power.

e Clement Attlee did not become Prime Minister because of the RIN Mutiny; he had aready become
British Prime Minister in 1945.

e Any claim that Winston Chur chill resigned because of the naval uprising isincorrect. Churchill was
Leader of the Opposition from 1945, while Attlee was Prime Minister during the 1946 negotiations.

e Thefrequently cited Attlee—Chakravartti account should be treated asretrospective evidence rather
than definitive proof of a single cause of British withdrawal.

UPSC Mains Per spective:
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Why did the RIN Mutiny become a major challenge to British rule despite its short duration?

The revolt originated within the armed for ces, which constituted the principal coercive foundation of British
colonial rule.

It spread rapidly through naval communication networ ks and reached multiple strategic ports.

It combined economic and service grievances with nationalist demands, thereby broadening its appeal .

It received support from workers, students and civilians, creating a military-civilian convergence.

Its occurrence immediately after the INA trials strengthened the perception that nationalist sentiment was
penetrating sections of the armed forces.

It therefore raised the possibility that Britain might face difficulty in maintaining India through military

coer cion, particularly in the context of post-war economic and strategic constraints.

Conclusion:

The Royal Indian Navy Mutiny of 1946 represented one of the final major challenges to British authority
before independence.

Itsimmediate failure should not obscure its wider significance because the revolt demonstrated that anti-
colonial consciousness had entered an important section of the armed for ces.

The combination of INA-related nationalist sentiment, military dissatisfaction, labour mobilisation and
weakening imperial capacity created an increasingly difficult environment for continued British rule.

The mutiny therefore occupies an important place in understanding the final phase of India’'s freedom
struggle, particularly the transition from mass anti-colonial mobilisation to the negotiated transfer of power
in 1947.

Value Addition for UPSC:

One-LineThess:

“The RIN Mutiny did not independently secure I ndian independence, but it exposed the declining
reliability of the coer cive foundations on which British rule ultimately depended.”

Cause-Event—I mpact Framework:

Causes: Racial discrimination, poor service conditions, post-war demobilisation, INA trials and growing
nationalist consciousness.

Event: Strikeat HMIS Talwar on 18 February 1946, followed by rapid naval expansion of the revolt.
Mobilisation: Sailors, workers, students and sections of the civilian population participated.

Political Response: Congress and the Muslim L eague opposed continuation of the revolt, while the
Communist Party supported it.

Resolution: Surrender on 23 February 1946 following Patel's intervention.

Impact: Greater British concern about the loyalty and reliability of Indian armed for ces.

Long-Term Significance: Strengthened the broader post-war pressures that contributed to the British
decision to transfer power .

Keywords for Mains Answers:

Colonial coercive apparatus
Military loyalty

Racial discrimination
Post-war demobilisation

INA trials

Anti-imperialist consciousness

Kamaraj |AS Academy
Plot A P.127, AF block, 6 th street, 11th Main Rd, Shanthi Colony, Anna Nagar, Chennai, Tamil Nadu 600040
Phone: 044 4353 9988 / 98403 94477 /| Whatsapp : 09710729833



e Military-civilian convergence
e Crisisof colonial legitimacy

e Negotiated transfer of power
e Erosion of imperial authority

Relevant GS Paper | Themes:

Modern Indian History: Fina phase of the freedom struggle.

Freedom Movement: Transition from mass nationalism to the end of colonial rule.

British Colonialism: Crisis of imperial authority after World War I1.

Nationalism: Interaction between military personnel and civilian nationalist politics.
Post-war India: INA trias, labour unrest, military discontent and constitutional negotiations.
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