
The Doctrine of Lapse (1784–1885) 

Introduction 

The Doctrine of Lapse was a policy introduced by Lord Dalhousie, who served as the Governor-

General of India. According to this policy, if a ruler of a princely state died without a biological 

son, the British East India Company would take control of the state. Adoption, which was a well-

accepted Indian tradition, was not recognized by the British. This became one of the most 

important tools for British territorial expansion in India. 

Main Features 

The key feature of the Doctrine was that adopted heirs were not accepted as legitimate rulers. 

Any state without a natural male heir was annexed and placed under direct British control. The 

British justified this by claiming that it would bring political stability and better administration. 

However, in reality, it was a method to expand their territories and strengthen their political 

dominance. 

Important States Annexed 

Several princely states were annexed under this policy. Satara was the first state taken in 1848. 

Jhansi was annexed in 1854, which led to strong protests by Rani Lakshmibai, who later became 

a central figure in the Revolt of 1857. The state of Nagpur was also annexed in 1854, while 

smaller states like Sambalpur, Baghat, and Udaipur were also taken. Although Awadh was 

annexed in 1856 on the grounds of “misrule” rather than the Doctrine, it was equally resented by 

Indians. 

Impact on Indians 

The Doctrine created fear among Indian rulers, as they felt their independence was under direct 

threat. It deeply hurt Indian traditions because adoption, which was a respected custom, was 

completely ignored. Rulers and their families lost their titles, wealth, and dignity, while 

ordinary people faced new taxes and revenue systems introduced by the British. This policy not 

only disturbed the political balance but also increased resentment among both rulers and 

subjects. It became one of the main reasons for the anger that led to the Revolt of 1857. 

 Evaluation and Consequences 

Although the Doctrine of Lapse increased British power and expanded their territories, it also 

destroyed trust between the British and Indian rulers. Many Indians saw it as a symbol of greed, 

arrogance, and injustice. It played a major role in causing the Revolt of 1857, after which the 

policy was abandoned. When the British Crown took direct control of India, adoption was again 

allowed for rulers, showing that Dalhousie’s policy had been too harsh and unfair. 

Conclusion 



The Doctrine of Lapse was not just a law but a strategy for British expansion in India. While it 

helped the British grow politically and territorially, it left behind bitterness, humiliation, and 

anger among Indians. Today, it is remembered as a symbol of colonial greed and interference 

in Indian traditions. 

 


