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Warren Hastings, the first Governor-General of Bengal, introduced the Policy of Ring of Fence between 1765 and
1813 to secure the British East India Company’s frontiers. The strategy involved creating buffer zones of allied or
subordinate states around British territories. These states were required to maintain subsidiary armies under
Company officers, ensuring both their protection and the security of British interests. Policy of Ring Fence reflected
the British focus on strategic expediency, balancing alliances and control while steadily advancing their imperial

ambitions in India.

Policy of Ring Fence

The Policy of Ring Fence (1765-1813), implemented by Warren Hastings, aimed to protect the Company’s territories
by defending the borders of neighboring states and creating buffer zones. Under this policy, the ring-fence states
were required to maintain subsidiary forces, which were organized, equipped, and commanded by Company
officers, with the rulers of these states covering the expenses. While the British carried out this policy under the
guise of protection, they never lost sight of their imperial ambitions, and their interactions with native states were

guided by self-interest, which evolved over time.

Page 1 of 2



Policy of Ring Fence History

During this period, the British treated native states as independent entities, as they had not yet established
supreme power in India. Consequently, they could not intervene everywhere, nor could they claim full sovereignty
over the native rulers who became their allies. Key events of this time included the Anglo-Mysore Wars, the First
and Second Maratha Wars, and treaties with Awadh, Hyderabad, and Punjab. The Wellesley Wars, along with
subsidiary treaties with various rulers, gradually established the British as the dominant power in India, while their

allies became dependent states.

Two points stand out regarding their relationships with native rulers:

e With the exception of the treaty with the Wodeyars of Mysore, all treaties were equal and reciprocal,
reflecting a give-and-take approach. The British made no claims to suzerainty while negotiating these
agreements.

e Every treaty explicitly ensured that the native ruler retained complete control over the internal affairs of his

state.

Policy of Ring Fence Establishment

To safeguard their own territories, Warren Hastings devised the Ring-Fence policy, which involved protecting the
borders of neighbouring states. This approach was evident in conflicts with the Kingdom of Mysore and the
Marathas. For example, the East India Company took responsibility for organizing Awadh’s defence to ensure

Bengal’s security, as threats from the Marathas and Afghan invaders were significant.

The rulers of these kingdoms bore the cost of maintaining the troops that the Company dispatched to strengthen
their fortifications. In effect, the East India Company became essential to the local ruler’s defence. During the Ring-
Fence era, the British did not consider native rulers as having suzerainty over them; they treated these states as
independent nations, free to manage their internal affairs. The exception was the Hindu ruler of Mysore, with whom

treaties were negotiated on an equal footing.

Later, Wellesley expanded this framework through the subsidiary alliance system. Powerful states such as the

Marathas, Awadh, and Hyderabad accepted subsidiary partnerships, further entrenching British dominance in India.
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