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Mabharaja Hari Singh occupies an important place in the modern history of Jammu and Kashmir.
His reign, which began in 1925, coincided with a period of considerable political and social
change in the Indian subcontinent. His years as ruler witnessed attempts at administrative and
social reform, the growing influence of political movements, the end of British paramountcy,
and finally the crisis of 1947. His decision to accede the State of Jammu and Kashmir to India
in October 1947 became one of the most consequential events in the history of the subcontinent.

Born in 1895 at Amar Mahal to Raja Amar Singh and Maharani Bhotiali Chib, Hari Singh
belonged to the Dogra ruling family. He grew up within a political and cultural environment
shaped by the traditions of the Dogra dynasty and the administrative responsibilities of a
princely state. His upbringing and education prepared him for a role in public administration
and governance. Before becoming Maharaja, he acquired valuable administrative experience,
including during the food crisis of 1921-22, when he was associated with relief measures. The
experience exposed him to the difficulties faced by ordinary people and contributed to his
understanding of the responsibilities of government.

Hari Singh formally ascended the throne of Jammu and Kashmir in 1925 following the death
of his uncle, Maharaja Pratap Singh. His accession came at a time when princely India was
undergoing significant changes. Questions relating to administration, education, social reform,
representation and the relationship between the princely states and the British authorities were
increasingly becoming matters of public discussion.

One of the principles associated with Hari Singh's approach to governance was the idea that
the state should administer justice without discrimination on the basis of religion or community.
His frequently quoted declaration, “I have no religion; my religion is justice,” has come to
represent his conception of kingship and public responsibility. Whether viewed as a political
statement or as an expression of personal conviction, the phrase reflected an important ideal of
impartial governance in a socially and religiously diverse state.

During his reign, Hari Singh introduced a number of measures intended to modernize the
administration and improve social conditions. His reform programme addressed areas such as
education, public health, agriculture, irrigation and land administration. The expansion of
educational facilities was an important component of this programme. Greater attention was
given to the establishment of schools and to the education of girls, at a time when female
education remained limited in many parts of princely India.

Public health also received increased attention. Hospitals and dispensaries were established
and expanded, helping to extend medical facilities beyond the major urban centres. Such
measures were particularly significant in a geographically difficult state where large sections
of the population lived in remote mountainous areas.



Agriculture formed another important area of governmental concern. Irrigation projects were
undertaken to improve agricultural productivity and reduce the dependence of cultivators on
uncertain rainfall. Measures relating to land administration and the transfer of land also sought
to address some of the inequalities associated with the existing agrarian structure. Forest
administration was another area in which reforms were introduced, including attempts to
regulate access to forest resources and to balance state interests with the needs of local
communities.

These reforms need to be understood within the wider context of princely-state governance
during the early twentieth century. They represented an effort to strengthen the institutions of
the state while responding to changing social and economic conditions. At the same time, the
implementation and impact of these measures varied across different regions and communities
of Jammu and Kashmir. Consequently, the record of Hari Singh's administration has been
interpreted differently by historians and political commentators.

Hari Singh's political outlook also extended beyond the immediate affairs of his state. His
participation in the First-Round Table Conference in London in 1930-31 demonstrated his
engagement with the wider constitutional questions confronting India. Speaking as the ruler of
a princely state, he emphasized the shared interests of the people of British India and the
princely states. His statement that Indians should stand together in seeking an honourable and
equal position within the British Commonwealth reflected his understanding of the broader
political changes taking place in India.

His participation in the Round Table Conference is significant because it illustrated the
complex position occupied by the princes during the final decades of British rule. The princely
states enjoyed varying degrees of internal autonomy but remained subject to British
paramountcy. Their rulers therefore had to negotiate between their own interests, the authority
of the British government and the increasingly powerful demand for constitutional and political
change in India.

The political circumstances of Jammu and Kashmir became increasingly complicated during
the 1930s and 1940s. The state was marked by considerable geographical, cultural and religious
diversity, while political demands for greater representation and responsible government
became more prominent. The emergence of organized political movements created new
challenges for the monarchy. The relationship between the ruler, political organizations and
different sections of society remained a major issue during the later years of Hari Singh's reign.

The situation became still more difficult with the approach of the Partition of British India in
1947. Jammu and Kashmir occupied a strategically important position and shared borders with
both India and the newly created Pakistan. Its ruler initially sought to preserve the state's
independence and maintained a position of uncertainty regarding accession. The rapidly
changing circumstances of August and October 1947, however, made such a position
increasingly difficult to sustain.

In October 1947, armed tribal forces entered Jammu and Kashmir from the direction of
Pakistan, leading to a rapidly deteriorating security situation. The advance created an



immediate threat to Srinagar and placed the Maharaja's government under severe pressure. In
these circumstances, Hari Singh sought assistance from the Government of India.

On 26 October 1947, Maharaja Hari Singh signed the Instrument of Accession to India. The
document provided for the accession of Jammu and Kashmir to the Dominion of India in
specified areas, including defence, external affairs and communications. The Government of
India accepted the accession on 27 October 1947, and Indian troops were subsequently airlifted
to Srinagar.

The accession has remained one of the most extensively discussed events in the modern history
of Jammu and Kashmir. Its circumstances, legal character and political consequences have been
interpreted differently by historians and political commentators. For this reason, the event is
best understood within the wider context of Partition, the invasion of the state, the
constitutional position of princely states and the political developments that followed.

The decision of October 1947 had consequences that extended far beyond the immediate
military crisis. It brought Jammu and Kashmir into a new constitutional and political
relationship with India, while simultaneously giving rise to a prolonged dispute and conflict
involving India, Pakistan and different political forces within the former princely state. The
events that followed—including the war of 1947—48 and the subsequent political developments
in Jammu and Kashmir—made the accession a defining moment in the history of both the state
and independent India.

Hari Singh's role in these events has consequently been viewed through different historical
perspectives. Some accounts emphasize his administrative reforms and his decision to accede
to India, while others focus on the political tensions within the state and the limitations of
monarchical rule. A balanced assessment requires attention to both dimensions. His reign
cannot be separated from the broader political and social circumstances of the period, nor can
his decisions in 1947 be understood without considering the extraordinary pressures created by
Partition and the armed invasion.

The legacy of Maharaja Hari Singh therefore extends beyond the events of October 1947. His
period of rule witnessed significant developments in education, public health, agriculture,
irrigation and administration. His efforts at modernization reflected the wider transformation
taking place in princely India during the first half of the twentieth century. At the same time,
his reign was marked by political contestation and demands for greater participation in
governance, issues that were becoming increasingly difficult for traditional monarchical
institutions to accommodate.

His appearance at the Round Table Conference also places him within the larger constitutional
history of India. His participation demonstrated that the political future of India was being
discussed not only by leaders of British India but also by representatives of the princely states.
His statements during this period reflected an awareness of the changing political aspirations
of Indians and the need to reconsider the relationship between the princely states, British
authority and the emerging Indian nation.



The significance of Maharaja Hari Singh's life and reign thus lies in the combination of these
different dimensions: his position as the last ruling Maharaja of Jammu and Kashmir, his efforts
at administrative reform, his engagement with constitutional questions and his role in the
accession of the state to India in 1947. His historical legacy cannot be reduced to a single event
or interpreted adequately through later political developments alone.

The centenary of his accession to the throne provides an opportunity to examine this complex
legacy with greater historical perspective. Rather than viewing Hari Singh solely through the
political controversies that emerged after 1947, it is useful to examine the full span of his public
life—from his early administrative responsibilities and reform initiatives to his participation in
the constitutional debates of the 1930s and his decisions during the crisis of 1947.

Maharaja Hari Singh's story is consequently an important part of the history of Jammu and
Kashmir and of the wider transformation of India in the twentieth century. His reign belonged
to a period in which the traditional institutions of princely rule confronted new ideas of
citizenship, representation, social reform and nationalism. His response to these changes was
shaped by the circumstances of his time, and his decisions, particularly in 1947, continued to
influence the political history of the region long after his reign came to an end.

Remembering Hari Singh, therefore, calls for both recognition and historical inquiry. His
contributions to administration and social reform deserve examination alongside the political
challenges and controversies of his reign. Such an approach allows his life to be understood
not simply as that of a monarch associated with a moment of political crisis, but as that of a
ruler whose career unfolded during one of the most transformative periods in the history of
modern India.



