
 

 

Two cultures, one identity 

Sunday September 14, 2004 

 

We had just begun to work on Fifty Years Ago: The Merger of the 

French Establishments in India, a publication of the Pavilion of France, 

and were looking for people who would have lived through the events 

of the last years of the French colonial rule in Pondicherry. An Indian 

friend from Pondicherry asked: ‘‘But which history are you going to 

write? There are two, the Indian and the French!’’ 

This is an accurate observation. Having worked on the subject for 

years, we knew that the history of the ‘‘merger’’ has more than two 

sides. In fact, many. To give an example, in France, the ministry of the 

overseas territories was often at logger heads with the Ministry of 

External Affairs, which knew from day one that the end of the French 

rule was imminent. We thought that our publication should necessarily 

include as many aspects as possible. 

We have invited the largest possible number of people to tell us their 

experience or their fraction of the greater history. The interview of Ms 

Saraswathi Subbiah (widow of the well-known communist leader and 

former French senator), that of the Yanamese, Dr Nallam, President of 

the Historical Society of Pondicherry and Alliance Francaise, or that of 

Mr M Houssaine, the Kazi of Pondicherry, will show different facets of 

the same problem. 

 

French establishments in India 



Before going into the thick of the seven decisive years (1947-54), here 

are two descriptions of the city of Pondicherry in the 40s. We have a 

tendency to often forget that Pondicherry was a sleepy colonial 

settlement on the Bay of Bengal: a colonial town par excellence.  

Apparently, nothing was happening. The month of August 1947 saw 

the sub-continent’s independence, its partition and the long-awaited 

departure of the British. The headquarters of French India finally 

emerged from its colonial torpor. 

Two letters from colonel Fletcher, consul general of Great Britain, 

addressed to the Indian authorities demonstrate the not-well known 

role the British played during these three historic months before (and 

a couple of weeks after) Independence. We have to say a few words 

about the approach and the difficulties of Francois Baron, the last 

Governor of French India. However, a hand-written letter, addressed 

to Jawaharlal Nehru in January 1948, will show the aspirations, 

probably idealistic, of a senior French government servant who still 

dreamt of collaboration between France and India. 

In September 1947, Maurice Schumann, the Special Envoy of 

President Ramadier, came to India. During his visit to Pondicherry, he 

had the occasion to meet Sri Aurobindo, who for the first time in 19 

years came out of his seclusion (in 1938 he came out to meet 

Rabindranath Tagore). This gesture shows the importance the master 

attached to the relations with France. 

The years 1948-1953 saw a lull on the political front; as in a chess 

game, each nation tried to place its pawns in view of a referendum 

which was never to come. Some articles (Le Monde, The Indian 

Express) show Paris’ prevarication and the economic blockade 

organised by Delhi to put pressure on France which was still dreaming 

of a special status, as a ‘‘projet de loi’’ which would make the 



establishments of French India a sort of shared territory between the 

Union of France and the Union of India. The project was not only 

complicated, but also a fantasy. The Indian nationalists did not see the 

future that way. They were not ready to eternally wait for the return of 

all the ‘‘foreign-held territories’’ to Mother India.  

An important subject, at least for Aurovillians, is the attitude of Sri 

Aurobindo and the Ashram vis-a-vis the merger of the French 

Establishments. Sri Aurobindo, let’s not forget, had been the first 

Indian leader to ask for the departure of the British at the beginning of 

the 20th century. However, during the ‘‘freedom struggle’’ of French 

India, for reasons difficult to grasp, rumours often circulated about the 

position of the Ashram being pro-French. Pondicherry was then a small 

village rife with gossip. The Ashram, perhaps because it wanted to 

remain outside all Pondicherian politics (and national politics), was 

often accused of defending French interests. 

 

The last months  

An important part of our study is dedicated to the last months of the 

French establishments and, more particularly, to the resistance 

organised by leaders such as Subbiah or Goubert who managed to 

free, one by one, the Settlements of Yanam, Mahe and most of the 

communes around Pondicherry. A French researcher in Pondicherry 

describes these years as: ambiguity and illusion. About the illusion, we 

have to say that many Pondicherians felt strongly that they belong to 

two nations, two cultures: Indian and French. 

The tragedy of the merger has perhaps been that this double sense of 

belonging was not translated into law. It has to be pointed out here 

that in many ways, Goa succeeded better in keeping this dual nature 

than Pondicherry. It was astonishing to see during the recent Euro 



2004 Football Cup the Goanese supporting the Portuguese team in the 

cafes of Goa, more than 40 years after Goa’s merger. A similar 

phenomenon is unimaginable in Pondicherry. 

A factor which played a very important role in the events of the 

months of June and July 1954 and which ultimately tilted the balance 

in favour of the withdrawal of the French administration was the 

Geneva Conference on the future of Indo-China which followed the 

French defeat in Dien Bien Phu. If the credit of effecting a smooth 

passage from the French administration to India in November 1954 

undoubtedly goes to Pierre Mendes-France, the French prime minister 

and minister of external affairs. 

In a strange coincidence the Freedom movement (or Algerian war for 

the French) began the day of the merger of Pondicherry into the Union 

of India (November 1, 1954). The worries and interests of the Indian 

MPs were very different from those of their French colleagues. In 

Delhi, many (particularly the communists) wanted the integration of 

Pondicherry with Madras State. But Nehru remained firm: the ‘cultural’ 

identity of Pondicherry should be preserved, he said. 

 

A referendum 

The month of October saw the last days of a French Pondicherry. A 

congress was held in Kizhoor in Villianur commune, in a hurriedly built 

shed. The building spanned both the French and Indian territories 

giving a chance to those who were under arrest warrant by the French  

authorities to participate in the historic vote. The electoral college, 

made up from the Members of the Representative Assembly and the 

Municipal Councillors, voted with an imposing majority in favour of the 

merger with French India. 



The handing over would be on November 1, 1954. A note from the 

Indian Prime Minister, requesting the ‘nationalists’ elements to take a 

moderate line a few days before the final liberation, bring to light how 

important it was for India that the transfer takes place smoothly and 

that France leaves without too much bitterness. 

 

PM’s visit 

The Indian Prime Minister entered Pondicherry triumphantly on 

January 16, 1955. He had managed well: when it was necessary he 

restrained his countrymen and when he thought it fit, he put pressure 

on the French (not always in a non-violent manner). He took care to 

try to preserve as much as possible the honour and dignity of France 

who did not always have the wisdom to imitate the British and leave 

when there was still time.  

In his speech at the Town Hall, in front of the elected Members of the 

Representative Assembly and the Municipal Councillors, the Prime 

Minister insisted once more that it was important to preserve the 

French culture in the former French settlements. He also expressed his 

joy that the agreement with France had been reached without 

bitterness, violence or even animosity. He considered it an example for 

the world.  

 

Fifty years later 

Today, 50 years after the merger, it is time to look back. What is left 

today of the French presence or more accurately, the French ‘identity’ 

of Pondicherry? Those who worked on the Treaty of Transfer aspired 

for the continuation and the spreading of the French culture on the soil 

of Mother India. Has their aspiration been fulfiled? 



Though Pondicherry has not been completely engulfed in the adjacent 

districts of Tamil Nadu, it remains true that a few cultural institutions 

such as the Lycée Francais, The French Institute or the Alliance 

Francaise, do really shine in South India. 

Recently, an initiative to preserve the colonial architectural heritage of 

the town has been undertaken by INTACH. With the support of the 

European Community (Asia Urbs), this project is progressing swiftly. It 

is being taken seriously by the local government which has understood 

that it is the best way to attract tourists to Pondicherry. Attitudes are 

fast changing. People no longer want to forget the colonial past. Even 

those who fought the most against ‘‘French Imperialism’’ admit today 

that everything was not bad with the French.  

Fifty years later, the revolutionary ardour has cooled down, the 

‘nationalist’ fire is almost extinct on both sides and it is now possible 

for each to see certain aspects of the other in a more neutral or 

reasoned way. Can we hope that with the changing mood some of the 

missed opportunities such as the establishment of a great French 

University, envisioned in the 50s in Pondicherry, can be revived? 

Today, as decolonisation is complete and non-alignment is relegated to 

the textbooks, one can hope that India and France will not only be 

able to lay the foundation of a geo-strategic partnership, but will also 

be able to work hand in hand for a multi-polar world. They should not 

only increase their cooperation in the economic field, but also perhaps 

more importantly work in the cultural sphere, particularly in the 

science of the mind for which both nations have thousands of years of 

experience. 

 


