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11.1: Armies of the pure: Indiaôs communal politics 

 

Introduction  

ñThe permanent militarisation of society requires a permanent enemy.ò (Hoodbhoy & 

Nayyar 1986, 175)  

 

The dictionary defines the word ócommunalô to mean unanimous; of, or pertaining to a 

community, or for common use. It defines ócommunalism ô to mean the principle of the 

communal organiz ation of society. By itself therefore, the term does not carry a negative 

meaning. It all depends upon what kind of community we are talking about. In colonial 

India communalism gradually came to mean the idea that shared religious beliefs among 

groups of people automatically translate into shared political interests (Chandra 1984, 

1). Colonial society was organized under a variety of structures, such as caste, kinship or 

village society; and Indian people possessed many different affiliations apart from 

re ligion, including those of region and language. Religion -based communalism was an 

ideal and a goal to be attained rather than a reality. Indian ócommunalismô therefore, 

referred to political ideals that sought unity based on religious identity. Unity would  be 

based on Hinduism, Islam etc., and other communities would be portrayed as 

problematic groups, or enemies. Sometimes the nation itself would be defined in 

religious terms, mixing together communalism and nationalism. In that case 

communalists would def ine a patriot as one who fought for the religious community. 

However, Indian society contained several communities as well as castes, and so it was 

inevitable that communal politics would speak a language of inclusion and exclusion. The 

communal political vision would look forward to the emergence of a Hindu Party, Muslim 

Party, Sikh Party etc.; rather than any other kind.  

 

Let us begin by comparing two alternative interpretations of 18th century Indian history:  

 

ñAkbar succeeded in establishing a strong empireé in retrospect it may be said that 

during the sixteenth century óHindustanô disappeared completely and was absorbed in 

óPakistanô. Under Aurangzeb the óPakistanô spirit gathered in strength. This evoked the 

opposition of the Hindus and Aurangzeb had t o carry out long drawn -out wars against 

the militant Marathas. During the eighteenth century, the crisis in Mughal India 

deepened, and the conflict between the Muslims and the Hindus gained in intensity. The 

militant Marathas spearheaded the movement for t he resurgence of Hinduism and came 

to knock at the very gates of Delhi.ò (Zafar 1982, 6) 

 

ñJust take up the map of India around 1600 AD. The Muslims ruled all over Hindustan 

unchallengeably. It was a veritable Pakistan realized not only in this province or  that, but 

all over India. Hindustan as such was simply wiped out. Then open the map of India 

about 1700 to 1798 AD and what do you see? The Hindu forces are marching 

triumphantly throughout India. The very Mogul throne at Delhi is smashed to pieces 

litera lly by a hammer Sadashiv Rao Bhao, the Generalissimo of the Marathas!ò (Savarkar 

1949, 41)  

 

Both quotations are anachronisms . An anachronism links an event or custom or 

circumstance to a wrong period of time. The passages quoted above read backwards into 
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history something that was not there in the 18th century. They speak of óPakistanô at a 

time when no such thing existed. Both present the same story, but the two quotations 

are separated by forty years and the India -Pakistan frontier. Their common approach 

demonstrates that for some people, Indiaôs communal conflict was a continuation of the 

tension between two monarchical -autocratic  traditions, each of which needs the other 

to justify itself.  

 

The first quotation is from a Pakistani textbook by M. D. Zafar  published in 1982. The 

author begins by quoting Pakistanôs New Education Policy: ñto inculcate a true spirit of 

patriotism, love and affection for our country, religion and culture through the clear 

understanding of the ideology of Pakistan.ò The second quotation is from a speech to the 

Hindu Mahasabha by its president V. D. Savarkar in 1942. The speech continued: ñThe 

Pakistan actually realized by the Muslims was entombed and out of it rose up once more 

Hindustan, resurrected and triumphant. The conquerin g Muslimé got so completely 

crushed and weaned of his dominating dreams that even today in his heart of hearts he 

shudders to think of his fate as soon as he sees the probability of the consolidated 

strength of the overwhelming Hindu majority in the land.ò On August 15, 1943, Savarkar 

declared: "I have no quarrel with Mr. Jinnah's two -nation theory. We Hindus are a nation 

by ourselves and it is a historical fact that Hindus and Muslims are two nations. (Indian 

Annual Register, 1943, vol. 2, p. 10).  

 

These s tatements contain important lessons about communalism. From the communal 

standpoint, history is a story of war, conquest and defeat. Communal strife is seen as an 

everlasting imperial competition. History is used by communalists in the form of 

propaganda ï truth and falsehood do not matter as long as the story serves the purpose. 

(Read more about the use and misuse of school - level history textbooks in Kumar 2001). 

For both Savarkar and Zafar, the ideal models for the leadership and representation of 

communi ties are feudal monarchs. The ideal was adjusted to suit modern times, hence 

the Hindu Mahasabha, the Rashtriya Swayamsewak Sangh and the Muslim League 

adopted the principle of permanent presidents. They saw politics through militaristic 

spectacles, and be lieved that the only solution to communal conflict was the violent 

subjugation of the so -called enemy. Communalists wanted -  and still want ï to militarise 

society. Their enemy was not the British Empire, but another community. (We should 

remember an excep tion: in its origins, the Akali movement was not directed against 

other Indians, but against the pro -British mahants of their holy places). For these 

reasons, communalism depended upon the constant generation of fear. For 

communalists, violence is ever -pre sent, as a mental or a physical reality. This does not 

mean that everyone who is fascinated with violence is a communalist, but that fear and 

aggression are major ingredients of communal politics.  

 

Understanding communalism  

Certain problems need to be kept  in mind when we study this theme. To repeat, 

communalism refers to principles of political organisation that are common to all of its 

types, whether Hindu or Muslim or any other. So we should not start by dividing our 

subject -matter along religious lines;  but focus on the principles and tendencies common 

to all varieties of communalism. After we do this, only then will it be fruitful to examine 

the specific characteristics of its different types. We should not begin by assuming 

communal goals to be a reali ty. There was no such thing as a Hindu Party or Muslim 
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Party or a Sikh Party. Slogans such as óHindus uniteô or óMuslims uniteô would be 

pointless if all Hindus and all Muslims were already functioning as unanimous groups. 

Rather, some political persons or  parties were asking them to do so. They were trying to 

create  a communal interest. This presumes that certain political groups had a pre -

determined definition of Hindu or Muslim; and their activities were aimed at convincing 

their target audiences to acce pt these definitions. It is better, therefore, to take as our 

subject -matter not Hindu or Muslim communalism, but Indian  communalism. Indian 

communalism is not an arithmetical total of different forms of religion -based politics; but 

a singular style of pol itics with common features, some of which have already been 

pointed out.  

 

It is important to remember that all this was happening at a time when there was no 

universal adult suffrage in India. Voting was restricted to persons with commercial or 

landed prop erty, who paid taxes, who had a background in government service, etc. The 

Government of India Act of 1919 gave voting rights to 2.7% of the population, and the 

Act of 1935 extended this to about 12% of the population. From the mid -1920ôs, Indian 

politicia ns began to participate in elections to the provincial legislatures. The restricted 

nature of the electorate encouraged the growth of narrow -minded politics. There were 

other ways in which the government used communalism to counter the anti - imperialist 

mov ement. In 1906 it encouraged the Simla Deputation of Muslim notables to visit the 

Viceroy, Lord Minto, and soon afterwards (1909), granted their demand for separate 

electorates. From the mid -1920ôs onwards the attitude of the administration towards 

communa l riots was one of permissiveness, in contrast to the zeal with which it 

suppressed nationalist demonstrations. It also used education, textbooks and news - films 

to portray India as hopelessly divided among warring communities, and to make Indians 

think alo ng communal lines. The veto over constitutional progress given to the Muslim 

League after the outbreak of the Second World War was the high -point in a long -

standing strategy of encouraging communal divisiveness in the national movement. For 

more on British  policy on communalism, see Chandra 1984, 237 -89.  

 

The term communalism is used in slippery ways. Persons denounce the communal 

prejudices of the óotherô side while forgetting that they might also possess such 

prejudices. Then again, they might put forward  democratic ideals in order to defend 

communal demands. Thus, in the negotiations leading up to the Nehru Report in the late 

1920ôs, Muslim politicians from the Punjab based their demand for communal 

reservations on the democratic principle of proportional  representation in the absence of 

adult suffrage. Hindu Sabha leaders from Bengal could make a secular demand for joint 

electorates but at the same time oppose the extension of voting rights to the poorer 

classes, who were mainly Muslims and oppressed cast es. One type of communalist could 

be democratic but not secular, another could be secular but hardly democratic. Another 

feature of the political landscape was the politiciansô habit of belonging to different 

organizations at once, some speaking in a secul ar voice and others in a communal one. 

Each type of communalism saw itself as a reaction to the ócommunalismô of the other. 

 

The language of communal purposes can be misleading. An important example of this 

problem is the reduction of democracy to a game o f numbers. We often hear the phrase 

ñdemocracy means the rule of the majority.ò This definition of democracy passes over 

the question as to what exactly is meant by ñruleò. Democratic governance rests upon 

institutions such as a free press, an independent judiciary, the rule of law and 
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citizenship. It also implies the freedom of speech, belief and assembly; the right to 

combination and association (as in trades unions), and the peaceful resolution of 

conflicts. It is wrong to reduce democracy to proposition s such as ñthe rule of the 

majority.ò Furthermore, majority  is an empty mathematical term, that becomes 

meaningful only when we know what exactly we are counting. Are we counting religious 

communities, castes, workers, peasants, or the sexes? Or should we classify people in 

terms of their age? Even if we agree to count religious communities rather than castes or 

labourers, who will decide how to define these groups? If we keep these issues in mind, 

we may notice that all communal programmes begin with certa in pre -conceptions. These 

include the assumption that the arithmetic of religious communities is the most 

significant factor in politics; and that democracy is defined in terms of numbers rather 

than basic human freedoms. In this sense, communalism is a po litical philosophy of 

number.  

 

Strengthening the community  

Communalism is an ideology. This term is loosely used in everyday language to refer to 

the ópolitical lineô or theoretical doctrine of a person or party. Generally speaking, 

ideologies include poli tical theories or assumptions (the two are not the same), but they 

also include the conviction that these beliefs justify a certain course of action, to be 

pursued regardless of events. That is, an ideology carries a wish or recommendation 

towards activiti es that are intended to influence or change social and political reality. So 

it is a mixture of sociological analysis with desires and recommendations. The analysis 

may be more or less accurate and the wishes or recommendations more or less 

appealing to pe ople; but it is important to note that ideologies are a fusion of sociology 

and sentiment. In other words, they are an example of a modern political tendency to 

see political reality with one eye of reason and another eye of faith ï be it religious faith 

or any other type of conviction.  

 

The collapse of Indian rulers in the face of English colonial expansion over the late 18th 

and early 19th centuries resulted in an intellectual crisis of conscience among the 

traditional literati and the newly emergent colo nial intelligentsia. They wanted to 

strengthen society, which they defined as their community. Their answer as to how this 

could be achieved fell into the two broad ideological categories of purification and 

adaptation. The two streams of thought are often  referred to as revivalism and reform. 

They were not always sharply separated from each other, and the ideas of individuals 

could flow across these boundaries. The intellectuals who pursued purity believed that 

the decline of the Indian aristocracy (such a s sultanates, the Peshwai or the Sikh 

kingdom), was due to the corruption of faith and character. The answer was to purify the 

beliefs of the community. Some examples are given below.  

 

The Muslim cleric Shah Waliullah (1703 -62) focused upon the impurities which had crept 

into the practice of Islam because of Sufi and Hindu influences. His son Abdul Aziz, 

declared British territory ódar-ul -harbô (land of war), but permitted the study of English 

and Western art and science. Saiyyad Ahmad Barelvi (1786 -1831) t ook the logic of dar -

ul -harb to its conclusion by calling for holy war. Modelling himself on the life of the 

Prophet, he tried to recreate ódar - ul - Islam ô (land of peace) on the north-western 

boundaries of the Sikh kingdom, and died in battle in 1831. This Wahhabi movement, 
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named after an Arabian school of thought, affected North India till the 1870ôs and 

mobilized considerable support among the artisans and ulema.  

 

In the 1880ôs, intellectuals of the Sri Guru Singh Sabha in Punjab led by Giani Ditt Singh 

(1 853 -1901) began campaigning against popular religion. They asked Sikhs to boycott 

the syncretic cult of Pir Sakhi Sarvar, a medieval Muslim divine worshipped by Sikhs, 

Hindus and Muslims alike. Brahmanical and Islamic influences were condemned and 

Sikhs we re asked to direct their devotions towards Sikh shrines alone (Oberoi 1994, 

306 -311).  

 

In the 1890ôs Bal Gangadhar Tilak, later known as óLokamanyaô (1856-1920) revived the 

Ganpati festival to counter the Shia Muharram processions that traditionally includ ed 

Hindu participants ( Tejani 2008, 56 -61). Again, the removal of óalienô influences was 

made the pre - requisite for the reform of Hinduism. Revivalism and nationalism were 

inseparable in Tilakôs thought. In a speech to the Bharat Dharma Mahamandal in 1906 

he extolled Vedic times, located Indiaôs culture in the Gita, Vedas and Ramayana, and 

spoke of uniting all Hindu sects into a ñmighty Hindu nation.ò He continued, ñFor some 

two hundred years India was in the same condition as it is today. Buddhism flourish ed 

and attacks were made on Hindu religion by Buddhists and Jains. After six hundred years 

of chaos rose one great leader Shankaracharya,ò whose preachings ñswept away 

Buddhism from the landò (Tilak 1922, 37). 

 

Other reformers sought to combine revivalism with reformism and Western education. 

Swami Dayanand Saraswatiôs Arya Samaj, which became popular in the Punjab, 

welcomed scientific education, denounced superstition and sought to re -define the ideals 

of Brahmanism to suit modern ideas of and educated mer itocracy. Sir Syed Ahmad Khan 

understood the lesson of 1857 as pointing towards the need to re -educate the Muslim 

community in modern scientific rationalism. To that end he established the 

Mohammadan Anglo -Oriental College, that later grew into the Aligarh  Muslim University. 

The intelligentsia of oppressed social strata such as the non -Brahmins (and those who 

sympathised with them) tended to focus on educational and social reform. One of the 

most outstanding among them was Mahatma Jotiba Phule.  

 

By the earl y decades of the 20th century, the lines demarcating revivalists from 

reformists had become blurred and mergers took place, resulting in the birth of 

communal organisations. Revivalism did not always lead to communal separatism. 

Sometimes self -assertion co uld arrive at a nationalist stance precisely because of social 

conservatism. Thus, the Deoband ulema bitterly opposed the Pakistan Movement. At a 

conference in April 1940, it insisted that India was ñthe common homeland of all its 

citizens irrespective of race and religion who are joint owners of all its resourceséFrom 

the national point of view every Muslim is an Indianò (Faruqi 1963, 97). It also 

denounced the Muslim Leagueôs hostage theory (according to which the presence of 

sizeable minorities on both s ides of the border guaranteed fair treatment to Muslims in 

India and to Hindus in Pakistan), as political nonsense and as contrary to holy law.  

 

The broad picture was the concern with understanding and recovering from subjugation, 

whether colonial or social. Both these streams of thought fed into the intellectual 

currents of early Indian nationalism. Sometimes they fused together in the form of 

int erest -groups that sought to represent communities. At a certain stage, some of these 
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groups moved from demands for the protection of community interests, to demands 

motivated by ideology.  

 

The other partition: Gandhi on Palestine  

An interesting comparison may be made between communalism in colonial India and the 

ideas behind the partition of Palestine on communal lines in 1948. The founding principle 

of the state of Israel is known as Zionism, or the ideal of a national home for Jews in 

Palestine, the place  of origin of the Jewish faith. Zionism was a reaction to anti -

Semitism, the doctrine of hatred towards Jews. For centuries, the Catholic Church and its 

offshoots called for Jews to be punished for their mythical role in the murder of Jesus 

Christ. This my th originated in the Bible. The story was that the Jews had owned 

responsibility for this crime. For centuries Jews were condemned as money -worshippers 

who deserved to be enslaved, their synagogues burnt, their homes destroyed. They were 

held responsible f or natural calamities. They were forced to live separately and forbidden 

from owning land. After the Russian Revolution of 1917 a section of the Church began to 

see Communism as the newest Jewish conspiracy. This was also Adolf Hitlerôs favourite 

theme. An ti -Semitism was the defining element of Hitlerism. This hateful tradition 

resulted in the genocide of six million European Jews between 1941 and 1945. Anti -

Semitism was the Christian version of what we call communalism. These events 

strengthened the Zionis t argument that the worldôs Jews needed a homeland. 

In 1918, after the First World War, the Ottoman Empire broke up and Palestine was 

entrusted to the British government under a League of Nations mandate. In November 

1917, the British government had declar ed its support for the Zionist ideal. Since this 

claim was based upon an argument that Jews had lived there twenty centuries ago, it 

was contested by Palestineôs Arab inhabitants, and sparked off a bitter conflict. In 1921, 

Gandhi made some thoughtful obse rvations about this: ñBritain has made promises to 

the Zionists. The latter have, naturally, a sacred sentiment about the place. The Jews, it 

is contended, must remain a homeless wandering race unless they have obtained 

possession of Palestine. I do not pr opose to examine the soundnesséof the doctrine 

underlying the proposition. All I contend is that they cannot possess Palestine through a 

trick or a moral breach. Palestine was not a stake in the War. By no canon of ethics or 

war, therefore, can Palestine b e given to the Jews as a result of the War. Either Zionists 

must revise their ideal about Palestine, oré engage in a óholy warô with the Muslims of 

the world with the Christians throwing in their influence on their side. But one may hope 

that the trend of world opinion will make óholy warsô impossible and religious questions 

or differences will tend more and more towards a peaceful adjustment.(CWMG: 22, 457)  

In 1931, Gandhi remarked: ñAnti-Semitism is really a remnant of barbarism. I have 

never been able to  understand this antipathy to the Jews.ò But, ñZionism meaning 

reoccupation of Palestine has no attraction for me. I can understand the longing of a Jew 

to return to Palestine, and he can do so if he can without the help of bayonets, whether 

his own or tho se of Britain. In that event he would go to Palestine peacefully and in 

perfect friendliness with the Arabs. (CWMG: 53, 451)  

By the mid -1930s Hitlerôs persecution of the Jews had become well-known. In 1938 

Gandhi said: ñThe German persecution of the Jews seems to have no parallel in history. 

The tyrants of old never went so mad as Hitler seems to have gone. And he is doing it 

with religious zeal. For he is propounding a new religion of exclusive and militant 
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nationalism in the name of which any inhumanity b ecomes an act of humanity..ò He 

continued, ñMy sympathies are all with the Jews. I have known them intimately in South 

Africa. Some of them became life - long companions. Through these friends I came to 

learn much of their age - long persecution. They have bee n the untouchables of 

Christianity. The parallel between their treatment by Christians and the treatment of 

untouchables by Hindus is very close. Religious sanction has been invoked in both cases 

for the justification of the inhuman treatment meted out to them. Apart from the 

friendships, therefore, there is the more common universal reason for my sympathy for 

the JewséBut my sympathy does not blind me to the requirements of justice. The cry for 

the national home for the Jews does not make much appeal to me . The sanction for it is 

sought in the Bible and the tenacity with which the Jews have hankered after return to 

Palestine. Why should they not, like other peoples of the earth, make that country their 

home where they are born and where they earn their live lihood? Palestine belongs to the 

Arabs in the same sense that England belongs to the English or France to the French. It 

is wrong and inhuman to impose the Jews on the Arabs. What is going on in Palestine 

today cannot be justified by any moral code of cond uct. The mandates have no sanction 

but that of the last waré The nobler course would be to insist on a just treatment of the 

Jews wherever they are born and bred. The Jews born in France are French in precisely 

the same sense that Christians born in France  are French. If the Jews have no home but 

Palestine, will they relish the idea of being forced to leave the other parts of the world in 

which they are settled?ò (CWMG: 74, 239) 

 

After the Second World War, the Zionist movement launched a campaign to establ ish 

Israel. Armed groups launched violent actions to expel hundreds of thousands of 

Palestinian villagers from their homes. Gandhi opposed this, despite his close friendship 

with Jewish intellectuals and Zionists. In 1946, he said that ñthe Jews have been cruelly 

wronged by the world;ò but re-iterated the position he had taken in 1938. He was 

categorical that ñthey [the Jews] have erred grievously in seeking to impose themselves 

on Palestine with the aid of America and Britain and now with the aid of naked terrorism. 

Why should they depend on American money or British arms for forcing themselves on 

an unwelcome land? Why should they resort to terrorism to make good their forcible 

landing in Palestine?ò (CWMG: 91, 272) A few months before his assassination, Gandhi 

was still advising Zionists to abstain from terrorism, to befriend Arabs, and not depend 

on British aid or American aid.  

 

When the war ended, British India was partitioned, and so was British -administered 

Palestine. Pakistan and Israel emerged as new  nations established upon the basis of 

religious claims. This is why Gandhiôs views on Zionism are relevant to our 

understanding of Indian communalism. Gandhi refuted the idea of sacred geography or 

punyabhumi  advocated by Hindu communalists; and he also r ejected the geography of 

separate homelands advocated by Muslim communalists. He insisted that India as a 

whole belonged to all Indians irrespective of their caste or religious identity. On 

Palestine, his views were equally clear. Zionism was based on a re ligious claim to 

Palestinian territory. He predicted that if Zionism took up arms, it would result in a ñholy 

warò between Jews and Muslims with Christians throwing in their influence on behalf of 

Jews. Howsoever we understand historical developments since  1948, it is evident that 

the violence that accompanied the founding of Israel did give rise to a prolonged conflict 

in which religious identity and geo -politics have become inextricably mixed. The same 

might be said of the partition of India. It is signif icant that as a religious person, Gandhi 
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had nonetheless hoped that the trend of world opinion would make óholy warsô 

impossible.  

 

What does communalism achieve?  

Communal doctrines are not the simple opposite of nationalism. Because nationalism is 

an ideol ogy, it cannot be understood with mathematical precision, but rather as a 

mixture of facts, prejudices and desires. Nationalism has never possessed a pure set of 

ideals. Depending on the social forces that fly the flag of the Nation, it can be defensive 

or  imperialist, tolerant or intolerant, humanist or racist. It could also contain all these 

elements, and mean different things to different people. This is because cultural and 

ideological homogeneity has never been achieved by any society. We may prefer 

na tionalism to be inclusive rather than exclusive, consensual rather than obsessed with 

hatred for others. But preferences do not always become reality. We may dislike fascist 

nationalism, but we cannot deny the existence of fascist versions of nationalism. Indiaôs 

struggle for independence saw communal ideas entering the nationalist vocabulary. They 

continue to do so in the present. Thus, Hindu rashtravad  has always seen itself as 

equivalent to Indian nationalism. At the other end of the spectrum, and toward s the end 

of decades of troubled negotiations with its competitors, the dominant stream of Muslim 

communalism transformed itself into Pakistan nationalism. It stopped negotiating for 

minority rights and began negotiating for equal status, that is, for the status of a nation. 

In this it was assisted by Hindu nationalists who also defined the nation in communal 

terms.  

 

Let us summarize the features common to all varieties of communalism. First , 

communalism has an ideal concept of time. This concept mixes toge ther past and future. 

The past is when the chosen community was great, before becoming a victim, etc. The 

future is when it will re -emerge into greatness. Both the idealized past and the idealized 

future merge into one another in the myth of military poten cy. Muslim communalists 

spoke of the period of óMuslim sovereigntyô as if the medieval Sultanate was the property 

of every Muslim. Sikh communalists harked back to the reign of Maharaja Ranajit Singh, 

misrepresenting it as the rule of the Khalsa. Brahmanic al communalists invented the 

concept of Hindu Rashtra, arguing that India was sacred to Hindus alone, a punyabhumi. 

Its basis was to be the ómajority communityô. Thus, as Savarkar wrote in 1924, ñthirty 

crores of people, with India as their Fatherland and Holy land, can dictate their terms to 

the whole world. A day will come when mankind will have to face the forceò (de Bary 

1963, 887). He referred to Hindus as a race and liked to conclude his speeches with the 

cry, óHinduize all Politics and Militarize Hindudom!ô 
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Figure 11.1.1: The RSS in military -style drill  

Source: http://www.tribuneindia.com/2001/20011027/ldh.htm  

 

Second , communalism locates an internal enemy, which it describes as weakening the 

nation. The internal enemy is made the target of mass hatred. Jews and Socialists were 

described as internal enemies by right -wing authoritarian  politicians in Germany and 

I taly. Until the end of apartheid, African people played this role for the South African 

racists. In South Asia, the situation was more complicated. India and Pakistan remain 

internal  to each otherôs national consciousness. If each needs the other in order to define 

itself, then we may say that Partition disproved the Two Nation theory. Thus, for the idea 

of Pakistan, the wickedness of Bharat is the necessary condition for its own existence. 

After all, Pakistan was meant to be a homeland for Indian Muslims, not for Muslims from 

Morocco or Indonesia. Hindu communalists in India consider the óminoritiesô, mainly 

Muslims and Christians, to be anti -national and unclean elements. For every type of 

fascism, enemies lurk everywhere, whose physical destruction is the  only guarantee of 

safety. This is why genocide is a logical conclusion for the communalist temperament. 

Communal killings in colonial and post -colonial India (and Pakistan) demonstrate that 

inclination.  

 

Third , communal doctrines (regardless of religious colouring) contain the seeds of fascist 

utopia. All of them read history as a long pursuit of military glory by their community. 

They undermine the practice of reasonable speech and replace it with a vocabulary of 

violent struggle, martyrdom, the onward ma rch to inevitable victory, etc. All forms of 

communalism hold women to traditional (male) standards of communal honour, and 

even punish women for deviating from this standard. They build emotionally -charged 

cults with a fragmented morality, whose political  functions are the militarization  of 

society and the creation of murder squads. The idea is to reduce their hate objects to 

sub -humans, in order to carry out extermination campaigns against entire communities.  

 

Fourth , communalists use political institutions to seize power (or fragments of it) and re -

frame the rules and methods of governance from a position of strength. Thus, as the 

British rulers made concessions to national democratic demands, Indian communalists 

mad e themselves useful to the colonialists. The history of the Muslim League is an 

example -  the grant of separate electorates in 1909, and the encouragement given to 

Jinnah from 1939 onwards to establish himself as the sole spokesman of Indiaôs Muslims, 

show  that communal politics owed a lot to imperial support. In 1939, the provincial 

http://www.rediffmail.com/cgi-bin/red.cgi?red=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Etribuneindia%2Ecom%2F2001%2F20011027%2Fldh%2Ehtm
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Congress ministries resigned to protest against Indiaôs entry into the Second World War 

without the consent of its people. But communalists used the opportunity to take power. 

In NWFP, the Akalis, Hindu Mahasabha and Muslim League were willing to join hands in a 

ministry to succeed that of Dr Khan Sahib, the Congress leader who was the brother of 

Ghaffar Khan. In 1942 Savarkar asked members of the Mahasabha to perform the 

ópatrioticô service of enlisting in the armed forces as part of the Hindu Militarization 

movement. He also asked them to ñcapture all centres of political power,ò such as 

legislatures, defence committees, municipalities and ministries. ñThe men who come to 

occup y these centres of power,ò he said, must be elected or supported by the 

Mahasabha. ñIn no case could a Hindu be trusted who belongs to the pseudo-

nationalistic Congress schoolé who glories in betraying Hindu rights to the Muslimsò. 

(Savarkar 1949, 44).  

 

Fifth , communalism links goondas and politicians, gives respectability to criminal 

behaviour and institutionalizes these phenomena in stable organizations. In this way it 

works towards realizing its myth of a militarized community at war with its enemies. 

Ultimately it works towards the criminalization of the state itself.  

 

 
Figure 11.1.2: Arms display by the RSS  

Source: http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/fl1925/stories/20021220005502700.htm  

 

Communalism needs to be understood in terms broader than the questions raised by the 

Partition of India. Its major achievement is the invention of a language of perma nently 

conflicting religious communities, a language that was used to build political parties, 

factions within parties and ultimately, entire nation -states. In addition, its roots need to 

be understood not merely in terms of political blunders and selfish behaviour by this or 

that leader, but the deep resistance in certain sections of Indian society to the idea of 

social and political equality, the idea of democracy.  

 

 

http://www.rediffmail.com/cgi-bin/red.cgi?red=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Ehinduonnet%2Ecom%2Ffline%2Ffl1925%2Fstories%2F20021220005502700%2Ehtm
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An inclusive nation  

Conservative politics uses absolutist traditions to strengthen the state against 

democracy. Then again, the language of modern authoritarianism  mixes religion, race 

and ethnic identity with politics and geography in such a complex manner that it is 

difficu lt to see where one form of fanaticism ends and the other begins. It is enough to 

note that religion is used more and more as a marker of identity, and that nationalism 

has become a new form of religion. What is common between all these forms of 

authoritar ian politics is the glorification of political assassination and violence in the 

name of a glorious future.  

 

In the last decade of the national movement, there were those who threw away the 

chance of accommodation and compromise despite the opportunities a vailable. Viewed 

psychologically, communalism is the politics of pessimism and fear. Since it thrives on 

fear, it works to reproduce it. But as Gandhi said in Hind Swaraj, what is obtained by 

fear can be retained only as long as the fear lasts. The politic s of fear are also the 

politics of domination. But the complete domination of your enemy is a dream, and the 

effort to achieve it can only result in attempts at annihilation. Today, we may see a 

certain kind of communal politics spreading globally. It look s as if colonial Indiaôs 

communal problem has become the worldôs problem. That is an illusion because, as we 

have seen, fascism and racism have arisen in other places too, most notably in Europe in 

the 1930ôs. It remains to be seen whether the inhabitants of modern times can break out 

of the circle of fear.  

 

11.2: Hindu communalism  

Introduction  

Sometime after the 7th century, the newly wealthy Virasaivas (or Lingayats) of what is 

now called Karnataka, led the persecution of Jaina monks and destroyed Jaina i mages. 

Such incidents show that religious conflict is a long standing feature of our history. But 

the nature of these conflicts changed completely under colonialism. The transformation 

could not be observed immediately. Communal conflicts between Hindus an d Muslims in 

the early years of British rule kept to a pattern of battles between people with different 

religious beliefs. These conflicts were normally temporary in nature. But colonialism 

provided a different context and over time this changed everything . Under colonial rule, 

religious conflicts became communalism, a nation -wide political and social ideology 

which believed that religious cultures or ways of life are in a state of permanent conflict.  

 

There were several riots in the early 19th century, mai nly in the area we know as Uttar 

Pradesh today. The first notable riot took place in Benares in 1809, followed by riots in 

many towns such as Moradabad, Kanpur and Allahabad in the next three decades. There 

was no common organization or ideology that encou raged or organized these clashes. 

What the towns experienced were common social changes. Small towns had been 

dominated by an Indo -Persian elite drawn from wealthy and influential sections of both 

Muslims and Hindus. Colonialism introduced the development of new markets and 

communications. Hindu merchants prospered in these conditions. Soon, like any newly 

rich group, they tried to acquire higher social status. They did this by engaging in public 
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activities such as building temples, sponsoring processions o r implementing the ritual 

ban on cow killing. These acts were resented by other groups who saw these as violating 

established relations between urban communities. At times, this resentment became so 

strong that it resulted in violent attacks on processions  or on the customs of the other 

community. Matters were made worse because the traditional keepers of urban order 

were losing their authority. Earlier the Kazi (the marriage registrar) also acted as an 

arbitrator of local conflicts ï while the Kotwal kept order. The British cut down the 

powers of these two institutions and weakened their ability to resolve local conflicts.  

Value addition: did you know?  

Native states and the rise of Hindu consciousness  

Native rulers played an important role in spreading Hindu cultural traditions. This 

deepened the feeling that Hindus were completely separate from other communities. 

It is noteworthy that native rulers were important supporters of the Hindu Mahasabha 

(see below). Two significant stories are narrated here about Benares and Kashmir.  

 

Benares:  

Balwant Singh was an ordinary tax collector when he became Raja in 1740. By the end 

of the 18th century, his descendents began to promote the Ram tradition. An 

important  way they did this was by sponsoring Ram Kathas in which passages from 

Tulsidasô Ram Charit Manas were recited. By emphasizing their Hinduness the Rajas 

emphasized their cultural independence from the Nawab of Awadh who was the 

dominant power in the region . The Ram story also idealized a hierarchical social order: 

rulers could use it to teach their subjects to be obedient. The patronage of Ram ï that 

also included the building of temples, collection of manuscripts at the court and so on -  

became stronger as  the British began to take over effective power over the region. 

Promotion of the Ram legend now served to compensate for the loss of real power. 

The introduction of printed books popularized the Ram story even further and its 

publication was promoted from  the latter part of the 19th century by pro Hindi 

agitators such as Pandit Malaviya.  

Kashmir:  

When the Sikhs ruled Kashmir, the Dogras were only one among many chieftains.  

Gulab Singh, the Dogra leader, prospered under Ranjit Singh. He remained neutral 

during the Anglo Sikh War and was given perpetual possession of areas of present day 

Jammu and Kashmir in 1846 as a reward. It was the British historians who began to 

stress the Rajput lineage of the Dogras to break their alliance with the Sikhs. The 

Britis h went to the extent of saying that the lineage of the Dogras came from time 

immemorial since a branch of the Rajputs had remained in the Punjab hills before the 

Muslims had entered India. Although the Dogra policies were not fully communal, it 

was clear t hat Hindus (who consisted mainly of small numbers of very influential 

Pandits while Muslims formed 95% of the population) were given a superior status. For 

instance, cow killing was not only banned but could attract a death penalty under 

Ranbir Singh, Gula b Singhôs successor. Ranbir Singh (who became Maharaja in 1856) 

also made the encouragement of temple building and promotion of shrines into State 

policy and taxed Muslim cultivators for the purpose. Despite these policies, Kashmir 
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(till recently) had litt le communal trouble. There was a culture of inter community 

mutuality between Hindus and Muslims called Kashmiriyat.  

Source: Lutgendorf, Philip. 1989. Ramôs story in Shivaôs city: Public arenas 

and private patronage. In Sandria B. Freitag ed. Culture and Power in 

Banaras: Community, Performance and Environment 1800 - 1980 . Delhi: 

Oxford University Press; Rai, Mridu. 2004. Hindu Rulers, Muslim Subjects: 

Islam. Rights, and the History of Kashmir . Delhi: Permanent Black.  

 

Added to such social changes was a dee pening sense of Hinduism as a political culture. 

Literature and drama provided an important source of Hindu cultural consciousness. In 

Bengal, a whole series of playwrights, novelists and poets were influenced by the works 

of colonial historians and anthro pologists. The latter painted Muslim rulers in a very 

negative way ï probably to show that British rule had come as a liberation and boon for 

Indians! Creative writers used these colonial sources to write plots which featured the 

Muslim oppression of Hindu  princes and kingdoms. The Padmini legend which featured 

Alauddin as a militaristic Muslim ruler oppressing brave but tragic Hindu antagonists 

especially their women, became a popular story. It was used by writers in many 

literatures of India in the 19th c entury. Literary activity helped the growth of a Hindu 

nationalism ï implicitly against Muslims ï among the middle class.  
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Communalism: ideologies and practices  

 

17  

Institute of lifelong learning, University of Delhi  
 

 

Figure 11.2.1: Contemporary images and descriptions of Alauddin and 

Padmini showing the influence of early stereotypes  

Sourc e: graphicnovel360.com/  

 

 

http://graphicnovel360.com/
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Value addition: did you know?  

The politics of the óAryansô 

When they became the rulers of the country, the English brought scholars who would 

give them knowledge about India. The Indologists, as these scholars were known, 

popularized the idea that Indian civilization began with the Aryans. Earlier accounts of 

the past such as the Puranas made no mention of them. Drawing on the Vedas, the 

Indologists identified Aryans as a group tha t came from outside India. They spoke a 

shared language and belonged to the same race. Max Mueller, a German Indologist, 

argued that Aryans had originated in Central Asia and that one section had gone to 

Europe and the other had come to India. The alleged difference between the two 

groups allowed the Europeans to make a distinction between themselves and the 

Indians. They could argue that European Aryans had made more progress and had a 

superior civilization.  

B. G. Tilak, the Maharashtrian nationalist, was also the most famous Indian scholar 

who argued that Aryans had come from outside India; he concluded that Aryans had 

come from the Arctic Circle. This theory was politically embarrassing since the low 

caste leader Jotiba Phule had argued that Aryans were i nvaders who had colonized the 

natives and made them into the low castes and untouchables. Hence V. D. Savarkar 

wrote that it was better to forget certain facts such as the origin of Aryans -  even if 

they were historically true ï since this could divide the  Hindus! While Savarkar chose 

to forget, M. S. Golwalkar contradicted Tilak. Golwalkar claimed that the North Pole 

and the Arctic Circle were once a part of India (occupying Bihar and Orissa) and that 

only later it drifted away into its present position. W hile this assertion was politically 

helpful for the Hindutva nationalist to dismiss Phuleôs arguments, it has not been 

substantiated by any evidence.  

Professional historians have yet to offer any strong proof to show who the Aryans 

were. It is clear that t hey were not a race but simply a group of people who spoke a 

shared language. Their place of origin also remains controversial. On the basis of 

linguistic evidence however, it is clear that only the Vedas and Azvesta texts of Iran 

mention the Aryans direct ly.  

Source: Deshpande, Madhav M. 2009. óThe Arctic home in the Vedasô: 

Religion, Politics, and the Colonial Context. In Vinay Lal ed. Political 

Hinduism: The religious imagination in Public Spheres . Delhi: Oxford 

University Press; Thapar, Romila. 2008 The  Aryan: Recasting Constructs . 

Gurgaon: Three Essays Collective  

 

Census, language and cow protectioon  

Till late 19th century, communalism took the form of occasional conflicts. Hindu cultural 

consciousness may have made anti Muslim  stereotypes acceptable, but had not 

provoked strong Muslim criticism. Everything changed with the introduction of the 

census and the number of movements that grew alongside it. The Census, first published 

in 1871, was based on the colonial understanding t hat India was basically a land of 

many religions. Thus the Census classified the population under religious (and caste) 

heads. This transformed the way people related to their religious identity. While the 
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religious practices and performances of a great ma ny people in the country were drawn 

from different religions or local customs, the Census forced everyone to define their 

religions according to its classifications: a person was forced to define oneself as Hindu 

or Muslim or Animist  and so on. A person co uld not be a mix of these. Further, every 

ten years when the new Census was published, the returns would show the different 

rates of growth of different religions. This introduced a sense of competition about the 

population size of each religion and with i t, mutual distrust.  

The effect of the Census was evident in the Shuddhi  movement. The Shuddhi 

movement arose from a fear that other religions were converting Hindus and increasing 

their numbers. Started by the Arya Samaj to convert non Hindus, it became a powerful 

force from the 1890ôs. The main target was Muslims: in 1893 only two persons were 

converted from Christianity while thirteen Muslims were converted. The conversion 

movement attempted to mobilize groups who practiced both Hindu and Muslim customs. 

Shuddhi produced a great deal of bitterness in Muslims, especially amongst their 

communal sections. It led to violence: Pandit Lekh Ram was murdered after his 

campaigns against the Ahmadiyas  and Islam. His death further intensified suspicion on 

both sides.  It may be noted that Shuddhi also antagonized the Singh Sabha, a Sikh 

organization, when Arya Samajis persuaded Rahtia Sikhs to adopt Hindu practices.  

The anxiety about numbers became more general because colonial policies were based 

on giving different t reatment to Hindus and Muslims. The administration devised 

separate electorates for Hindus and Muslims and their respective population size played 

a very important part in the number of seats that they could contest in local and other 

elections.  In the fi rst decade of the 20th century it was feared that the Census 

Commissioner was preparing ways to declassify the low castes from the Hindus. This 

threatened to weaken the bargaining position of the upper castes in relationship to the 

Muslims. The percentage of Muslims would increase if the number of Hindus went down. 

It became necessary for Hindu organizations to retain the low castes. This anxiety gave 

new life to the Shuddhi movement (under Swami Shraddhanand who was also murdered 

by a Muslim) in the 20th c entury. It also motivated the Sangathan (organization) 

movement that sought to unite Hindus across castes. But Muslims spokespersons saw in 

this call for unity a preparation to attack them.  

Value addition: did you know?  

Hindu mobilization and the low castes  

Observing the resentment of low castes against the upper castes, colonial authorities 

tried to use the Census to classify them separately from the Hindus. In 1910, E. A. 

Gait, the Census Commissioner, issued a circular that proposed some ótestsô to define 

a true Hindu. It asked four questions: whether the respondents worshipped the ógreat 

Hindu godsô; if they were allowed into temples; whether the Brahmins who conducted 

their rituals were regarded as ódegradedô by other Brahmins; to what degree were they 

untouchable. Answering óyesô to these questions ï which the low castes were bound to 

do ï would raise doubts about their status as Hindus. This was a major threat since 

the London branch of the Muslim League had proposed that low castes should not be  

counted as Hindus for the purpose of elections under the Morley Minto reforms of 

1909.  
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The British were of course interested in making Hindus and Muslims compete with one 

another. As early as 1891, OôDonnell, the Census Commissioner, had forecast that 

Hindus were dying out because they were becoming smaller in proportion to the 

rapidly growing Muslim population. OôDonnellôs belief, in turn, led to a great outcry 

among Hindu propagandists. Without the numbers that low castes contributed, Hindus 

were a ódying raceô. It became clear to Hindu activists that they must pay attention to 

the ódepressed classesô, organize them and enter into social relationships with them. 

Already low caste leaders like Jotiba Phule of Maharashtra had condemned the upper 

castes. T he great fear now was that Muslims would outnumber Hindus if low castes 

refused to see themselves as Hindus. Hindu leaders like Lajpat Rai in Punjab and 

propagandists such as U. N. Mukherji in Bengal, campaigned on this issue. It is 

interesting that the RS S was formed by Brahmins in Pune after Phuleôs works had 

become influential among low castes.  

 

Caste issues divided Hindu organizations even when they tried to appeal to the low 

castes. As stated, the Hindu Mahasabha included both reformers from the Arya S amaj 

and orthodox representatives from the Brahman Sabha. But their alliance became 

strained in 1916 when they were faced with the Inter Caste Marriage Bill. The 

orthodox section opposed it tooth and nail. It may also be remarked that we hardly 

find any lo w caste names among the leaders and cadres of Hindu organizations before 

Independence.  

Source: Datta, Pradip Kumar. 1999. Carving Blocs: Communal ideology in 

early twentieth century Bengal . Delhi: Oxford University Press; Jones, 

Kenneth. 1981. Politicised  Hinduism: The ideology and programme of the 

Hindu Mahasabha. In Robert D. Braid ed. Religion in Modern India . New Delhi: 

Manohar.  

 

The Hindi -Urdu controversy provided yet another source for Hindu communalization. 

However the issue was not a straightforwa rd one. In the 1830ôs Persian was replaced by 

Urdu as the language of official communication. By the middle of the 19th century a new 

Hindi speaking intelligentsia began to emerge. From 1868, the Hindi lobby began to 

demand that vernacular textbooks issued  by the government be published in Hindi. 

There was a growing demand grew to replace Urdu with Hindi as the language of official 

communication in the United Provinces -  which would help Hindi speakers to get 

government jobs. The campaign had a major succes s when an official circular of 1901 

ruled that five Hindi speakers should be appointed to government jobs to every three 

Urdu speakers.  

There was a democratic element to the Hindi agitation since those literate in Urdu 

formed a small elite of ashraf  Muslim s and Kayasthas. But the demand for Hindi 

simultaneously appealed to communal symbols. Hindi was symbolized as the pure 

language of the gods who were native to the land, while Urdu was represented as the 

decadent and foreign language of the Muslim courts. The irony was, that in actual fact, 

many of the languages spoken in India (especially Hindustani) had words derived from 

Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian. In fact this was the reason why Hindi activists demanded 

implementation of the Devnagari script, for this  script was the only clear point of 
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difference with Urdu. Over time, of course, Hindi was sanskritized and its other óforeignô 

words were purged. A connected culture of language was destroyed.  

Hindu communalism spread most effectively and extensively throu gh the Cow Protection 

movement. This movement converted riots from being merely stray incidents to 

becoming a part of long - term campaigns. The movement originated in Arya Samaj 

campaigns that began in the last year of Swami Dayanand Saraswatiôs life (d. 1883), 

when he established the first Gaurakshini Sabha and wrote the book Gaukarunanidhi . 

The movement grew rapidly after his death and led to many riots. These occurred in 

three phases. The first phase was confined to Punjab, where the Arya Samaj had its 

base. The second phase started after the Allahabad Court in 1887 ruled that the cow was 

not an object of worship. The movement now rapidly spread eastwards to the Bhojpuri 

speaking regions of Eastern U.P. and Western Bihar (including Patna and Gaya districts ). 

This phase was quite violent but was suppressed in the mid -1890ôs. The third phase 

revived in Bihar from 1910. This was very violent. In the Shahabad riots of 1917, about 

150 square miles of area passed out of official control with 150 villages looted a nd 41 

killed. The movement affected both towns and villages and as it spread, its social base 

also grew. While mainly Rajas, landlords, traders, bankers, officials were involved in the 

early phases, the later periods also got the support of small zamindars , semi -  English 

educated agitators, professionals, traders and peasants. A notable feature of this 

movement was the involvement of low caste groups such as Ahirs, Kurmis and Koeris.  
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Figure 11.2.2: A pro cow protection poster  

Source:   www.loc.gov/exhibits/world/world -object.html  

Two features of the movement explain its spread and its after -  effects. The first is its 

symbolic power. The movement used print very effectively by spreading writings on and 

pictures of the cow that represented it as a mother figure. The implication was that 

those who did not resist the cow killing Muslims were guilty of matricide. Some pictures 

showed various gods and goddesses in the cowôs body, indicating that the death of a cow 

involved the destruction of many beliefs of the Hindus. The visual campaign was 

supported by writings on the economic benefits of the cow. The second feature was its 

methods of mobilization. Arya Samaji preachers as well as itinerant swamis spread the 

message of the cow. Allahabad emerged as the centre of the movement in the second 

phase, with national leaders like Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya helping to popularize its 

cause through the printing presses. Popular institution s such goshalas (home for sick 

cows) were started; funds were raised through chutki (asking for grain); chain letters 

and patias (handbills) were distributed widely.  

The movement brought together different social forces. It got the support of the 

orthodox Santan Dharma Sabhas which had earlier been opposed to the reformist Arya 

Samaj. In places where the Samaj was weak (like Allahabad), it was the Dharma Sabhas 

which led the movement. After the cow protection movement, the Arya Samaj could no 

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/world/world-object.html
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longer be rega rded as a marginal force among Hindus. Incidentally, the cow protection 

issue got the support of various local Congressmen, which also helped to gain 

acceptability for Hindu communal ideas.  

Riots, organizations, negotiations  

As yet Hindu communalism did no t raise political questions. It had no ideology. Nor was 

there a sense of the Muslim (or Christian) as one who is utterly different from Hindus. 

Riots were exclusively attached to the cause of goraksha . Riots were not related to 

other issues, not even the campaign for Hindi. All this changed in the new century.  

The shift is visible in the number and spread of riots. Riots had occurred infrequently in 

the first two decades of the 20th century, most notably in the course of the Swadeshi 

movement in Bengal (My mensingh,1906). But in the mid 1920s, riots took place almost 

simultaneously over the northern, western and eastern parts of the country. Between 

1923 and 1926, 76 riots were officially recorded, clustered mainly in areas around 

Bombay, Delhi and in Punjab , United Provinces, Bihar and Bengal. Violence was intense; 

the Calcutta riots went on for nearly a month in 1926. It left over a hundred deaths. In 

these riots places of worship of the two communities ï mosques and temples ï were 

targeted and rioters atte mpted to kill or maim their opponents. Rural riots were 

different. There were fewer killings and rioters targeted the other community for mainly 

economic reasons. Hence moneylenders, who were mainly Hindu, were attacked and 

their records of debts, looted.  

Most of these riots took place over the Muslim objection to the playing of music before 

mosques. The first of these occurred in Multan in 1922 and spread rapidly throughout 

the country. It spread to many more places than had the cow issue despite the fact that 

it was not backed up by a movement like the latter. This was partly caused by 

newspapers. These got divided on communal lines. They sometimes published rumours 

and sensational details of violence, broadcast views of communal propagandists and 

made the  issue of music before mosque a country -wide concern. Newspapers multiplied 

the effects of riots in producing deep social divisions. In conflict hit areas, Hindus and 

Muslims boycotted one anotherôs traders and organized trades on communal lines. In 

Calcut ta, for instance, Muslim butchersô shops were boycotted and Hindus opened their 

own butcherôs shops. Mixed localities turned into exclusively Hindu or Muslim localities as 

people migrated. For Hindu communalists, the issue of music produced popular support , 

since so much of Hindu devotional practices are musical in their nature, and sounds of 

gongs and drums are a critical part of Hindu ritual worship. Hindu communal suspicion of 

Muslims was also intensified by the organized campaign against the alleged abd uction of 

Hindu women by Muslim men ï although police reports did not notice any such trend. By 

stereotyping Muslims as abductors of women, this campaign deeply embittered 

communal relations.  
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Value addition: did you know?  

Abduction and its effects  

In the 1920s newspapers and Hindu organizations began to allege that Muslim 

goondas were abducting Hindu women. Such allegations were not unknown. In 1884 

there was a famous case In Punjab and Sind, of a Hindu woman who married a Muslim 

man. Both Hindus an d Muslims claimed that the other side had abducted her. The case 

came to court and both sides mobilized big crowds. During the Swadeshi movement 

there were allegations that Hindu widows had been molested by Muslims in a village. 

In the 1923 Benares session  of the Hindu Mahasabha, Pt Malaviya listed abduction of 

Hindu women as a major problem for Hindus. This began an organized campaign. In 

Bengal the campaign was organized by the Womenôs Protection League (WPL) that 

consisted mainly of lawyers and newspaper men and was mainly conducted by Hindu 

owned newspapers. Hindu propagandists claimed that only the Muslim community 

could produce such goondas. This allegation made the Muslims as a whole responsible. 

Although it did not directly lead to violence, this camp aign made each community 

suspicious and bitter about the other.  

The campaign had important social consequences. It was an issue that could mobilize 

low castes ï who were otherwise opposed to upper caste discrimination ï together 

with the upper castes.  For  instance, this issue allowed the professionals of Kolkata to 

make common cause with the low caste Rajbansis of North Bengal. It also militarized 

women. Physical training became popular as women were encouraged to defend 

themselves against Muslim goondas. Hindutva thinkers such as V.D. Savarkar 

popularized the image of Muslims as abductors of Hindu women. Organizations such as 

the Rashtriya Sevika Sangh, the sister organization of the RSS, were influenced by 

such campaigns to include even paramilitary train ing for their members.  

Almost all cases of relationships where the woman was Hindu and the man Muslim, 

were labeled as abduction cases. In 1929 a girl called Sovanna ran away with her 

Muslim neighbor in an East Bengal town because she loved him. Newspaper s and 

propagandists said this was a case of abduction. In 1938 however, the WPL changed 

its understanding. It now said that both Hindus and Muslim males abducted women of 

their community as well as of the other; it also said that there were a large number of 

cases in which the family sold off the women. It held the male dominated social order 

as responsible for abductions and ill treatment of women. Significantly, the WPL was 

led by women in these years.  

Source: Datta, Pradip Kumar. 1999. Carving Blocs: Communal ideology in 

early twentieth century Bengal . Delhi: Oxford University Press; Sarkar, Tanika 

and Urvashi Butalia eds. 1995. Women and the Hindu Right . New Delhi: Kali 

for Women.  

 

The riots popularized Hindu organizations. A new wave of Hindu organi zations had 

started with the announcement of Separate Electorates in 1909 by the Indian Councils 

Act. This inspired the massive growth of Hindu Sabhas which aimed to organize Hindus. 

The numerous Hindu Sabhas were finally united as the Hindu Mahasabha in 1 915 with 

the aim of uniting all Hindus and defending their interests. Both Arya Samajis and 
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Sanatanists  were involved in the new organization, although the Sanatanists were more 

prominent. The HMS became inactive during the Non -co-operation/Khilafat days. But it 

revived under the leadership of Pt. Malaviya from 1921 -22 -  especially after forced 

conversions of some Hindus during the local uprising of Mappilas, the Muslim peasants of 

the Malabar region. Another organization started in this period was the Rash triya 

Swayam Sevak Sangh. It was established in 1925 in Nagpur following a riot. While the 

HMS was a Congress style organization that provided a platform for all Hindu groups and 

sects and participated in electoral politics, the RSS was a semi -militaristic , cadre based 

organization. It defined itself as a cultural organization, did not take part in electoral 

politics and worshipped Shivajiôs flag, the Bhagwa Dhwaj, as the symbol of the nation. 

Till 1940, it was an ally of the Hindu Mahasabha. Afterwards, it  grew very rapidly on its 

own till it was banned for involvement in the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi.  

Hindu organizations began to acquire a political programme in the 1920s. In the 19th 

century, the distinction between Hindu nationalism and a nationali sm that included 

Muslims and other minorities as equals in the nation, was unclear. Literary writers and 

historians normally assumed the nation to be a Hindu one. Indeed, Hindu Mahasabha 

members could also be a part of the Congress and many Congressmen too k part in anti 

Muslim campaigns. But a separate Hindu nationalist ideology called Hindutva was 

developed from the mid twenties. It was founded by V. D.Savarkar, a revolutionary 

terrorist who later became the President of the Hindu Mahasabha. In a book call ed 

Hindutva, Who is a Hindu  (1923), Savarkar argued that only those who were born in 

Bharat and whose religion was founded there were the real children of the nation. This 

meant that others whose religions were founded elsewhere (such as Muslims, Christian s 

and so on), did not have an equal claim on the land. Hindutva was different from other 

forms of nationalism which believed that all communities in India should be treated as 

being equal parts of the nation. Hindutva was accepted by Dr. Hedgewar, the foun der of 

the RSS.  
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Figure 11.2.3: Statue of V. D. Savarkar with image of the Hindu Nation  

Source: 

http://www.savarkar.org/en/gallery?g2_path=Color+Gallery/ IMGP4240.JPG.html  

With these developments, political negotiations between Congress and Muslim leaders 

became difficult. There had been a phase of unity which resulted in the agreement 

between the Congress and Muslim League in 1916 called the Lucknow Pact. According to 

the Pact, separate electorates were accepted with distribution of electoral seats varying 

from province to province. This pact was the basis of the joint struggle of the Non -

Cooperation/Khilafat movement. The withdrawal of the latter and the c ommunalization of 

the mid twenties led to a more complicated round of negotiations from 1927. Its aim was 

to present joint constitutional proposals to the Simon Commission. Keeping this intention 

in mind, Jinnah persuaded Muslim leaders to drop the demand for separate electorates in 

return for reservation of seats in proportion to population. Agreement seemed likely as 

the Madras Congress of 1927 accepted the offer. But stiff opposition by Hindu 

Mahasabha leaders such as Jaykar and Kelkar to concessions, en sured that these 

negotiations broke down. The Mahasabha had become a powerful political force after 

having won more seats than the Swarajists in the 1926 elections. There was again a 

possibility of an inter community compromise during the Round Table Confe rence 

(1931). The negotiations in the Minorities Committee remained unsuccessful again 

because of Mahasabha opposition. Correspondingly, there was little Muslim participation 

in the Civil Disobedience movement in contrast to their prominence in the Non -cop -

operation/Khilafat movement. Indeed, Hindu and Muslim politicians could not forge a 

mass alliance again.  

http://www.savarkar.org/en/gallery?g2_path=Color+Gallery/IMGP4240.JPG.html
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Towards partition: the militarization of Hindu communalism  

 

Figure 11.2.4: Map of Bengal partition, 1947  

Source: 

http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelpregion/asia/india/indianindependence/map2/bengalass

am.jpg  
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The failure of the two phases of Civil Disobedience resulted in acceptance of the political 

reforms proposed by the colonial government. The MacDonald Award of 1932  assured 

Hindus and Muslims that they would be given majority representation in the states 

where they formed the majority of the population. The 1935 Act increased the size of the 

electorate (from six and a half million to thirty million); the provincial g overnments were 

given more powers. These reforms were insubstantial, but they had an important effect 

on communal relations once elections took place in 1937. The last years of the 1930s 

saw the stubborn resistance of Jinnahôs Muslim League to Congress leadership especially 

in the United Provinces. The League led a sustained campaign against the Congress 

ministries accusing them of favouring Hindus. This process culminated in the Pakistan 

resolution of 1940.  

Significant developments took place in Hindu orga nizations during these years. In 1938 

V. D. Savarkar became President of the HMS; two years later M. S. Golwalkar took over 

as the Supreme Leader of the RSS after Dr. Hedgewarôs death. The change in leadership 

corresponded to a new turn in Hindu organizati ons. Savarkar proclaimed that Hindu 

nationalists should not be apologetic about being called communalists. He appealed for 

Hinduizing politics and militarizing Hindus. The HMS now organized its own paramilitary 

wing called the Ram sena . Earlier it had depe nded on the RSS for this service. Through 

this route, the HMS also defined an independent profile for itself. This was necessary 

because the Congress finally abolished dual membership in 1938. This meant that HMS 

members had to separate themselves from the  Congress. On the other hand, the RSS 

announced its independence from the HMS (although leaders kept contacts) with the 

publication of its own ópartyô book. This was M. S. Golwalkarôs We Or Our Nationhood 

Defined  (1938) where he took an even more extreme s tance than Savarkar and denied 

minorities equal citizenship rights and praised Hitlerôs treatment of the Jews (although 

this approval was dropped from subsequent editions).  
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Figure 11.2.5: Calcutta riots, 1946  

Source: 

http://www.throughmyeyes.org.uk/tserver.php?f=HU_087261_20080613220055.jpg&w

=342  

Communalism (both Hindu and Muslim) was succeeding in dividing the country on 

permanent political and social lines. It was helped in these years by the political 

uncertainty o f a Japanese invasion after the ignominious retreat of British forces in 

Singapore and Burma. It was feared that there would be chaos and civil war with 

Muslims. The brutal acts of the extremist Muslim Khaksars of Hyderabad state were 

publicized to sustain  this belief. Under these circumstances of political fear and 

uncertainty, Hindu organizations expanded rapidly. The HMS became more active among 

Hindus in Muslim ruled native states, especially Hyderabad. Its militant affiliates such as 

that Bharat Sevash ram Sangha in Bengal, became very active. The RSS had started 

expanding from its base in Nagpur to UP, Punjab and even Bengal where it was 

patronized, among others, by Birla, the industrialist. RSS volunteers were also sent to 

Madras city, Tamil Nadu and K arnataka. From 1938 to 1940, its membership increased 

from 40,000 to 100,000.  

 

The growing militarization of social relations and the mutual suspicions are a  backdrop 

which had to be appreciated in order to understand the tortured negotiations over 

Partit ion. The story of the partition negotiations will be dealt with in another lesson. It is 
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only necessary to say here that the differences had to do with opposed political ideas of 

the future Indian state. The Congress leadership stuck to a more unitary stat e, while the 

Muslim League wanted a more federated state with a weak centre. The stubbornness of 

Hindu leaders such as Dr. Moonje, an old Tilakite leader and a supporter of the RSS, 

made the Congress position inflexible. The partition negotiations often br oke down -  but 

they went on for a long time. What made partition an acceptable, if not necessary 

solution, was the wave of riots that took place in 1946 -7.  

Riots had been occurring regularly since the twenties, but Jinnahôs declaration of Direct 

Action day  on August 16, 1946 to secure the demand for Pakistan, began a nation wide 

spiral of riots. It started in Kolkata. H. S. Suhrawardy, the Chief Minister, was seen to 

promise police inaction in a mass meeting of the League and this in turn sparked off 

Muslim  attacks on Hindu traders. However both sides were equally prepared for the clash 

and it is a telling comment on the state of Hindu organization that more Muslims were 

killed than Hindus. In all about 4000 were killed with dead bodies ï of mainly poor 

peop le -  heaped up on the streets. Riots spread, as calls for vengeance from both sides 

circulated in print and speech ï first to Mumbai (October 10) and then to the rural, 

Muslim dominated districts of Noakhali and Tippera in Eastern Bengal where there were 

m any cases of abductions. In a retaliatory move, riots broke out in Bihar (where a 

special óNoakhali Dayô was observed) with 7000 slaughtered followed by another 

thousand that perished in Garhmukteswar where Hindu pilgrims killed Muslims. In 

Punjab, a civil  disobedience movement started by the Muslim League also led to riots in 

the main towns leaving about 5000 dead by 1947.  

 

Figure 11.2.6: Gandhi at Noakhali  
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Source: 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c4/Gandhi_in_Noakhali_1946.jpg  

The murderous purpose and organized intensity of the riots, all of which happened within 

a short space of time, made the possibilities of living together appear a difficult, if not, 

impossible one. The phenomenon of mass migration following riots ï 10,000 left Kolkata 

city while huge numbers of Muslims and Hindus left mixed localities within the city ï only 

underlined the point. The violence made the political solution of the partition acceptable 

to people. The Kolkata riots led to a sustained campaign by C ongress and HMS leaders 

to partition Bengal. National level leaders had also come around to accepting partition. 

Sardar Patel, for instance, declared in 1946 that the time had come óto cut off the 

diseased limbô, while Nehru felt that it simplified the problem. No one ï neither leaders, 

nor riot participants or those who passively consented ï could foresee the even greater 

intensities of violence and displacement that lay in store.  

Value addition: did you know?  

In Noakhali with Gandhi  

The very last years of Gandhiôs life have been described as his ófinest hourô. Here was 

a man who led the biggest, mass anti colonial movement in the world. Yet, in 1946 -7, 

just before independence, he turned away from the power centre in Delhi. Instead, he 

went to the ordina ry villagers of the Noakhali district who were both participants and 

victims of riots.  In a district that had a heavy concentration of maulvis, local Muslim 

League propagandists had sown communal bitterness about the Calcutta Riots. This 

propaganda was mo re effective because of resentment against local Hindus who 

owned the largest amount of land despite being the minority. Also, many Muslim 

peasants had lost their land during the war years as prices had gone up. The 

organized nature of the riots is indicat ed by the fact that it broke out on the day of 

Lakshmi Puja, and took the form of house burnings, abductions and killings.  

Ironically this was the same district that had participated in the Non -co-

operation/Khilafat movement. In 1921 an illiterate (Hindu) cobbler and two illiterate, 

(Muslim) small hotel owners defeated the government backed candidates (who 

included a Rai Bahadur and two Khan Bahadurs) so badly in the local elections that 

they had to forfeit their deposits!  

Gandhi left for Noakhali as soon a s news of riots reached the cities. His main concern 

was to restore confidence in the Hindu villagers so that they could return to their 

villages. He kept two volunteers, one Hindu and one Muslim in each village and then 

went and lived in a place called Sr irampur for over 40 days. He was initially 

accompanied only by the atheist scientist, N. K. Bose and another companion. His first 

prayer meeting had a thousand people. He interacted individually with Muslims and 

Hindus, visited Muslim houses, advising them  on treatment of patients if someone 

happened to be ill in a household. Meanwhile even more terrible riots broke out in 

Bihar on óNokhali Dayô; thousands of Muslims were butchered. Filled with anxiety, 

Gandhi wrote, ñNever in my life has the path been so uncertain and so dim before 

meò.  But he worked on his faith in human neighbourliness. He decided on a walking 

tour of the riot affected villages in order to restore trust in their Hindu neighbours. He 

said he had to stay with Muslims without any protection , to convince them that he felt 

as much for them as for Hindus.  
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He persisted despite obstacles put in his way. From Noakhali he went to Bihar. Local 

Muslim leaders there had asked him to visit to restore confidence and peace.  

Source: Bose, Nirmal. 1953. My days with Gandhi . Calcutta: Nishana;  

Pyarelal. 1956. Gandhi: The last phase Vol.I, Book I . Ahmedabad: Navjivan 

Publishing House.  

 

 

Figure 11.2.7: Negotiations over partition -  Nehru and Jinnah  

Source: http://www.leics.gov.uk/2667868 -2.jpg  

 

11.3: Muslim communalism  

Campaign for purification  

In the late 18 th  century, when it was clear that the East India Company was the supreme 

power in the land, the Muslim elite was struck with anxiety. How could Muslims keep 

their religion and themselves  together under the political domination of a non Islamic 

power? Especi ally when ordinary  Muslims practiced many of the customs and religious 

beliefs of their Hindu neighbours? Shah Waliullah (1703 -62), a leading alim  of Delhi, 

proposed that Muslims must return to their basic doctrines and customs contained in the 

http://www.leics.gov.uk/2667868-2.jpg
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Koran and t he Hadith (the authoritative sayings of the Prophet). He criticized the popular 

religious practices of Muslims especially the worship of pirs  (saints) and their mazars 

(sacred tombs) and propagated jihad  against the infidel. By purifying their religious 

pr actices, it was hoped that Muslims would regain their power. In making it necessary 

for Muslims to be faithful to the instructions of their scriptures, Waliullah inaugurated 

what may be called Islamization, that is, the campaign to make all Muslims follow strict 

Islamic laws and make them feel that they were pure Muslims who were separate from 

other religious communities.  

In his days, Waliullahôs teachings were not popular. But over time, Waliullahôs teachings 

gave birth to different social and political te ndencies. One of these tendencies later 

developed into communalism.  Waliullahôs son, Abd al Aziz, extended his fatherôs ideas to 

declare that Hindustan was dar ul harb  (the land of war, where Islamic laws were not in 

command) as distinct from dar ul Islam  (the land of peace ruled by Islamic laws). Aziz 

was reacting intellectually against the imposition of laws by the East India Company. But 

he was not openly anti British. However his doctrine inspired Sayyid Ahmad Barelwi 

(d.1831) from Rae Bareli, to launc h a military jihad against the British. When he 

returned from hajj in 1823, Barelwi declared religious war against Christians. He then 

turned against the Sikhs whose leader, Ranjit Singh, had prohibited the azan  and 

desecrated mosques. But Sayyid Ahmad was  decisively defeated by the Sikhs in 1831.  

Sayyid Ahmadôs creed was called Tariqah i Muhammadiyah (the path of Muhammad). He 

was not popular among fellow Muslims. He criticized Shias and their practice of carrying 

tazias  as un - Islamic. He was distrusted by  the Sunni majority who refused to give up 

their popular customs. Nevertheless, despite being a minority, the Tariqah extended the 

process of Islamization since it tried to ópurifyô Islamic practices of their Hindu influences 

and underlined the need to be a true Muslim. Under Barelwi, Islamization had a more 

extensive impact since his jihadis  were recruited from all over Northern India -  from 

Punjab to Bengal. After his death, the Tariqah founded its headquarters in Patna and 

remained active till the last d ecades of the century. Another important consequence of 

Barelwiôs career was his meeting with Titu Mir of Western Bengal, a former professional 

wrestler who became a reformer and preacher. Together with Haji Shariatulla of Eastern 

Bengal who led the Faraiz i movement in Eastern Bengal, Titu made Bengal into an 

important site of communal conflict.  
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Figure 11.3.1: Titu Mir  

Source: http://pd.cpim.org/2007/0304/1857 -2.gif  

 

Both Bengal groups were committed to purifying Muslim customs such as pir worship, 

mohurrum ceremonies and so on, insisting on a strict adherence to the prescriptions of 

the Koran and the Hadith. Titu Mirôs antagonism to the Hindu zamindars arose because 

of their illegal exactions called abwabs, some of which were used to finance Hindu 

ceremonies such as Durga Puja. He led a bloody uprising of raiyats  and weavers against 

the British and the local Hindu zamindars. The British needed eleven regiments of the 

army to subdue him! While this was primarily directed against landlords, the uprisin g 

took an anti -Hindu form since Titu Mirôs followers attacked the mandir and the market 

(symbols of the influence of local zamindars) and desecrated these with cowôs blood. The 

Faraizis of Eastern Bengal, under both Haji Shariatulla and his son Dudu Mian, clashed 

with Brahmins and local zamindars together with British administrators and indigo 

planters. It should be noted that Muslims of other sects were also attacked by both 

reformer groups.  

Value addition: did you know?  

Babri Masjid controversy, 1853 - 57:  the complex beginnings  

The fight over the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya shows that even in the 19th century power 

was not divided along communal lines. There are two versions. One version says that 

in 1853, believing that the Babri Masjid (also known as the Si ta Rasoi temple) was 

Ramôs birthplace, the mahants  of Haunuman Garhi, the main mandir of Ayodhya, 

took over the building. An influential Maulvi from Amethi declared a jihad but his 

attempt to repossess the mosque was thwarted by both Wajid Ali, the Nawab a nd the 

British. In 1855, the Muslims managed to take over the mosque and retain it despite a 

Hindu counter offensive. Sickened by the trouble, a council of elders of both 

communities sat together to declare that both communities would be allowed to 

worship  there. The second version says that in 1855 Muslims tried to oust the Hindu 
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mahants who had taken over the building but were beaten back. The mahants rejected 

any compromise. Finally, the maulvi  from Amethi declared jihad. Wajid Aliôs religious 

heads rule d that the case did not merit jihad. Aliôs troops fought and overcame the in 

a bloody battle. These two versions differ in details. But it is clear that the Hindu 

subjects under a Muslim Nawab were confident enough to enforce their claims against 

Muslims. For the Nawab it was a civic issue that needed compromise; once that was 

not possible, he took stern action against his unruly Muslim subjects. Some historians 

say that it was the British who encouraged the belief the Ram was born at that site.  

Source: Srivastav, Sushil. 1991. The Disputed Mosque: A historical inquiry . 

New Delhi: Vistaar Publications; Robinson, Francis, 2002. The Muslims of 

Upper India and the shock of the mutiny. In  Islam and Muslim History in 

South Asia . New Delhi: Oxford University Pr ess.  

 

After 1857: the turn to education  

1857 was a major turning point for the British -  and for Muslim reformers. Before the 

uprising, the British had simply assumed that the Muslims and Hindus formed separate 

communities. But the mutiny showed that they  could engage in united action. This 

scared the British and henceforth they began to undertake policies to ensure that 

Muslims would be treated as a separate community from that of the Hindus.  

W. W. Hunter, a civil servant, recommended that the government should pay extra 

attention to the improvement of the condition of Muslims because they were backward. 

He argued that this was necessary to prevent Muslim rebellions. The government took 

his analysis seriously, despite the fact that Muslims were not uniform ly backward 

throughout the country. While they were educationally and economically backward in 

Bengal, they were doing quite well in Punjab. The characterization of Muslims as 

uniformly backward helped in making Muslims see themselves as a group with speci al 

interests. Further, in the 1890s, with the Congress emerging as a threat, the 

government began to actively promote Muslims as a separate political interest. The 

Ripon reforms of 1882 introduced separate representation for Muslims in local bodies. 

This p rinciple was later extended by the Morley Minto Reforms of 1909 to separate 

electorates in provincial councils. This laid the British open to the charge that they were 

dividing Indians in order to rule.  

On their part Muslim reformers and leaders acted in d ifferent ways. Till 1857 the chief 

antagonist of Muslim reformers was British power ï although they also targeted Hindus 

and fellow Muslims. The defeat of 1857 changed the nature of Muslim reform 

movements. The mass killing of rebels and city dwellers, the  large scale expropriation of 

land and the complete change in the layout and populations of the cities of Islamic power 

and culture such as Delhi and Lucknow, forced Muslim intellectuals to accept British rule 

as an unchallenged fact. Accordingly they soug ht to preserve and empower the Muslim 

community within  the world of British policies. They did this through various initiatives in 

education ï and later, through political participation. This laid the grounds for later 

communal conflicts with Hindus.  
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Val ue addition: did you know?  

1857: the British revenge  

British action against Delhi and Lucknow, the seats of Indo Islamic culture, was 

devastating. Both cities were sacked. 30,000 were killed in Delhi . Those left were 

made to evacuate the city and much of their property was auctioned. In June 1858 

Hindus were allowed back; Muslims were permitted to return three months later. But 

for five years the Jama Masjid was used as a barrack for Sikh soldiers. Th e greater 

part of Fatehpuri, the second largest mosque, was sold to a Hindu. All houses, 

mosques and bazaars within 448 yards of the walls of the Red Fort were destroyed. 

Lucknow had been regarded by travellers as more beautiful than the Kremlin for its 

bu ildings. Two fifths of the buildings were leveled to make way for wide roads on 

which the military could move swiftly. The Red Fort was turned into a barrack. In 

short, all the memories and standing symbols of everyday life of Muslims were erased. 

The inte ntion was to humiliate Muslims and their past power. The effect of this on 

Muslims is seen in a small story. Hearing the sound of English boots that a disciple had 

worn, Maulana  Abdur Razzaq of the Farangi Mahal said: ñAlthough his feet tread on 

the groun d, I feel they tread on my heartò. 

Source: Robinson, Francis, 2002. The Muslims of Upper India and the shock of 

the mutiny. In  Islam and Muslim History in South Asia . New Delhi: Oxford 

University Press.  

 

The most important educational venture was the Muhammadan Anglo Oriental College. 

Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan established it in 1877 at Aligarh. His main aim was to modernize 

Islam by blending it with Western science and literature. He believed that unless this mix 

was given to upper class Muslim students, t hey would never be able to compete with 

Hindus in gaining government employment. Sir Sayyid established the MAO college at 

Aligarh where students could acquire western knowledge together with Islamic thought. 

It is noteworthy that MAO College had Hindu stu dents and did not serve beef in 

deference to their religious sentiments. Further, Sir Sayyid regarded Hindus and Muslims 

as co - residents of a single nation, although he believed that they formed different 

communities.  
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Figure 11.3.2: Sir Sayyid  Ahmad Khan  

Source: http://www.indianetzone.com/photos_gallery/19/SayyidAhmad_10822.jpg  

While Aligarh created an elite group of Muslim leaders familiar with both Islamic and 

Western cultures, other educational ventures were directed at less privileged Muslims 

such as members of the qasba  gentry and service classes. In general, these institutions 

were training schools for ulema  who were meant to preserve the purity of the 

commu nity. Unlike Aligarh, they tended to keep a distance from state patronage. The 

oldest institution of this type was the Farangi Mahall (estd. 1694) that had devised the 

dars i nizami syllabus, which became a standard one for madrasas in the sub -continent. 

The most important seminary started after the mutiny, was the Dar al Ulum at Deoband 

(estd.1867). It exercised immense influence on Muslims all over Northern India. Ulema 

were trained in traditional learning and were not taught English or Western Science. B ut 

it ran its administration on modern principles of public subscriptions. It also passed a 

great number of fatwas (legal rulings) to regulate the personal conduct of Muslims -  but 

kept out of political involvements. The Nadwat al Ulema (est.1894) at Luckn ow provided 

a different kind of conservative initiative by trying to reconcile the different schools of 

ulema. All these institutions had their own syllabi and maintained different degrees of 

autonomy from the state.  

 

http://www.indianetzone.com/photos_gallery/19/SayyidAhmad_10822.jpg
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Figure 11.3.3: Dar -al -Ulum, Deoband  

Source: http://farm3.static.flickr.com/2402/2438680863_8cd1951d6c.jpg  

Value addition: did you know?  

Islamization and women  

Many reformers wrote on the ideal Muslim woman, who could be a model for other 

women. Nazir  Ahmad, an employee of the British, was associated with Sir Sayyid. He 

wrote the first bestseller in Urdu called Mirat ul -Arus  (The Brideôs Mirror, 1869). It was 

the story of two sisters; Akbari, the elder, was a spoilt girl who ruined her husband 

and thei r household. Asghari, the younger, was properly trained and hence had a very 

successful marriage; she even managed to open a little girls school at her house. In 

1905, Ashraf Ali Thanawi of Deoband, published Bihishti Zewar  (Jewelry of Paradise), a 

thousan d page book that defines the ideal woman. She must be educated in order to 

know the religious law. She must manage her household efficiently, raise well -behaved 

children and fulfill her social obligations. Above all, she must follow her husband and 

be as o bedient to him as she is to God. Both Nazir Ahmad and Thanvi believed that a 

girl must learn to integrate properly with her household and her society. But this 

meant that there was no space for women to think about public issues ï or to reflect 

on inter co mmunity relations. In the 20th century, Begum Rokeya Hossein raised 

some new questions in Bengal. While upholding burqah, she campaigned against the 

seclusion of Muslim women from public life. Her most interesting story was Sultanaôs 

Dream  (1905), a fantas y in which women take over the roles of men and produce a 

much better world. Begum Rokeya was also interested in the plight of women from 

other communities.  

Source: Various  
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The sense of Muslims as a separate and exclusive community was strengthened by t he 

impact of print. Print was used widely from the 1830s. By the end of the century there 

were many provincial newspapers that created shared public concerns among Muslims. 

After 1911, newspapers such as Comrade popularized news about Muslims in non Indian  

Muslim countries. The publication of religious texts also expanded tremendously. These 

included publications of the Koran, making it accessible to new groups. Proceedings of 

sectarian debates, sometimes carried out in villages especially in Bengal, were a lso 

published and made popular. Print allowed a wider dissemination of Islamic learning and 

made the concern with being a pure Muslim, a widespread one.  Also, creative literature 

popularized the wider world of Islamic history. Poems such as Haliôs Musadda s (1879) 

popularized the glories of Islamic empires, while novels such Mir Mosharraf Hossainôs 

Bishad Sindhu  (1885 -1890) -  the first major novel by a Muslim Bengali -  dealt with the 

martyrdom of Hossein. Together with newspapers, these publications helped to spread a 

pan Islamic consciousness.  

From the last two decades of the 19th century, Muslim leaders got actively involved with 

colonial politics. The most important initiative came from Sir Sayyid who changed his 

idea of the Indian nation. From the 1880s he declared that India was made up two 

nations, one Hindu and the other, Muslim. He kept away from the Congress and 

denounced it as a conspiracy by (Hindu) Bengalis to monopolize government jobs. The 

shift had two reasons. Firstly, it was because of anti M uslim agitations. The 1880s -  the 

decade when the Congress was founded ï was when the anti  ógo korbaniô (cow 

slaughter) movement was conducted. It aroused communal feelings in the popular 

classes of both Hindus and Muslims: for instance, certain upwardly m obile caste groups 

such as the jolahas (weavers) became very active participants in Hindu Muslim quarrels 

in order to acquire social prestige among Muslims. On the other hand, the go korbani 

riots reinforced the distrust of Hindus within the Muslim upper c lasses that had set in 

with the anti Urdu agitation from the 1860ôs. The second reason was Sir Sayyidôs 

opposition to the principle of competition for jobs that Congress demanded. As 

representative of aristocratic interests, he preferred nomination by gove rnment. In this 

situation, Sir Sayyid went on to found an exclusive organization for the Muslim public 

called the Muhammadan Educational Conference (1888). It provided an effective 

mobilizing platform at an all India level for elite Muslims. The Muslim Lea gue was 

founded at its 1906 meeting and effectively lobbied with the government to grant 

separate electorates to Muslims.  

There was also another political trend among Muslims that ran parallel with the one 

above. It involved co -operation with the Congress. This tendency started with the 

concern for Islamic countries outside India. From the 1880s, Indian Muslims began to be 

ag itated by the many wars that European countries waged against Islamic powers. The 

belief that Europe was trying to colonize the Islamic world became very acute in the 20th 

century. It culminated in the first mass all India movement of Muslims called the Kh ilafat 

movement (1919 -21). This movement got a great push from young Muslim leaders who, 

after the revocation of the Bengal Partition in 1911, began to collaborate with the 

Congress. The Khilafat movement was coordinated with the Non Co -operation movement 

led by Gandhi. This was the first mass movement of Muslims and Hindus. Gandhi was 

appointed leader of both movements. Interestingly, members of both Farangi Mahal and 

the Nadwat were involved in the Khilafat movement. The Aligarh school also provided 

some of the key leaders of the Khilafat movement including Mohammed Ali and Shaukat 

Ali (also followers of Farangi Mahal teachers).  
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Islamic exclusiveness, in other words, was double sided. It could lead to emphasizing 

differences with members of other religion s and even produce antagonism. But it also 

produced, through pan Islamism, a culture of political collaboration with Hindus.  

The Muslim predicament in the 1920s  

As we saw in another lesson, the 1920s was a period of mass violent communalism.  

The political and social closeness that Hindus and Muslims achieved during the 

Khilafat \ Non Co -operation movement was now turned around, as Muslims and Hindus 

engaged in bitter and murderous campaigns against each other. Riots broke out almost 

immediately after the with drawal of the movement. Communal leaders became very 

influential. In Punjab, roving maulvis preached that it had been a sin to have supported 

Gandhi, and advocated a boycott of non -Muslims. Local rural leaders such as Pir Abu 

Bakr, who claimed to be the pi r of Assam and Bengal, had opposed the Non -

Cooperation/Khilafat movement; they now led successful campaigns against Hindus in 

both the countryside and the city. Some Swarajist leaders turned to organizing Muslims 

in riots; Huseyn Suhrawardy who was later t o head the Muslim League in Bengal, turned 

to communal mobilization that included local slum leaders. The Tanzim 

(education \ propaganda) and Tabligh (organization) movements were developed in North 

India as an answer to the Shuddhi and Sangathan movements a mong the Hindus. The 

Bengal Pact had cemented Hindu Muslim unity by assuring the Muslim majority of Bengal 

they would be getting a larger share of jobs and educational opportunities once Swaraj 

was achieved. Its revocation embittered Muslims and made many suspicious of the 

freedom struggle led by Hindu leaders.  

The number of riots in the 1920s was unprecedented. In UP alone, there were 91 

outbreaks between 1923 -27! The two worst riots took place in Kohat (NWFP) and 

Kolkata. In Kohat (1924) the Muslims evict ed the Hindus in retaliation against the 

circulation of an anti -Prophet leaflet. 155 died in those riots. In Kolkata (1926) riots 

carried on for over a month and saw 138 dead. The main form of Muslim communal 

mobilization was the objection to the playing o f music before mosques by Hindu 

processions. Significantly, there was little objection to music played by British troops ï 

just as communal Hindus did not normally object to cow killing by the British. Riots took 

place primarily in urban centres. But betwe en 1926 and 1931 there was a series of rural 

riots in Bengal. There were fewer deaths in rural riots. The dominantly Muslim peasantry 

desecrated Hindu objects of worship and destroyed records of debts. Their main targets 

were Hindu landlords and moneylende rs.  

Value addition: from the sources  

Riots: two police reports  

1863: Hooghly Imambara , the Daroga ôs report.  

 

It says that the wedding procession of Jodoo Nath Seal (from the banker community) 

was passing the Emambara with ñbeatings of tom-tomsò. Theñ Emambara menò threw 

ñbricks and clubsò on the procession. The Seals then got a police order permitting the 



Communalism: ideologies and practices  

 

41  

Institute of lifelong learning, University of Delhi  
 

procession.  The mutawalli  was warned. Despite this when the procession passed the 

Emambara again, they attacked the processionists and the policemen wh o 

accompanied them. Finally another police party under the Daroga went and arrested 

many of the men from the Emambara. It may be added that there was no more 

violence after this.  

1926: Calcutta Riots, the Police Commissionerôs report. 

An Arya Samaji  procession was passing by a small mosque in a crowded part of the 

city. The muezzin  was calling out for evening prayers. The musicians were made to 

stop playing. But one drummer played on. Some Muslims then attacked the 

procession. In response, the processionists looted shops and buildings, attacked the 

masjid and the Muslims. Soon more Muslims gathered and both parties helped 

themselves to a cart transporting bricks. Muslims took control of the streets, stopping 

and beating Hindu passersby. The poli ce came and stopped the fighting in the main 

streets, but it continued in the lanes. The next day a Hindu temple was damaged and 

the following day it was burnt. By this time people were being murdered and armed 

processions roamed the streets. Many masjids,  mandirs and gurdwaras were freely 

attacked and desecrated and riots spread to the rest of the city. The police report also 

says that the fight was initially between Muslims and Arya Samajis; it later became a 

fight between Muslims and ñup-country Hindusò and still later, also involved Bengali 

Hindus. The report also notes that newspapers played an important role in provoking 

violence through their biased reports. These riots went on for over a month.  

Source: Archival  

 

Symbols such as ómusic before mosquesô made Muslims across India feel they were an 

embattled community trying to protect its religious rights against the Hindu majority. 

The newspapers that reported both news and rumours of riot violence further intensified 

the impact. Riots were not easily forgotten and often led to mutual boycott of 

communities from having any social or economic relations with one another. 

Nevertheless Muslims remained divided.  

Muslims of India formed a diverse number of communities and classes. For instance, 

Muslims of the  United Provinces were concentrated in urban areas where they consisted 

of small traders and influential government servants. Some were big landlords including 

Taluqdars. Many prided themselves on being erstwhile rulers of the country. On the 

other hand, t he Muslims of Eastern Bengal, where they formed the majority, were 

peasants. They saw themselves as oppressed by Hindu landlords ï since the majority of 

landlords were Hindu. The latter were resented for their extraction of abwabs and for 

charging interest  on loans. Such diverse social constituencies had different political 

interests.  

There was as yet no all India organization that could command an influence in different 

provinces. The Muslim majority provinces of Bengal and Punjab were dominated by 

parties  that depended on the support of non Muslims. Nor was there an ideology of 

Muslim nationalism that could match Hindutva. Politically the Muslims were fragmented 

and confused as the majority felt they may have separate political destinies ï but within 

the s ame country. This condition began to change from the late 1920s.  
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Negotiations, elections, partition  

 

Figure 11.3.4: Partition map of Punjab  

Source: 

http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelpregion/asia/india/indianindependence/map3/punjabpar

titionboundaries.jpg  

 

The loss of inter community trust meant that Muslim leaders wanted safeguards to 

protect their community from domination by the Hindu majority. This led them to 

demand that independent India should be a loose federation with strong provincial 

governments. On the other hand, the Congress vision of a strong nation state demanded 

a sturdy  centre with limited powers to the provinces. This difference explains why so 

many complicated negotiations failed to avoid partition.  

There had been an all India agreement be tween Muslim and Hindu leaders before the 

1920s called the Lucknow Pact (1916). But it was the Shimla Conference that began to 

prepare seriously for a self governing India. Here, Hindu and Muslim leaders tried to 

work out a common charter of reforms to pre sent to the Simon Commission (1928). The 

Muslim side was led by Jinnah. During this period he agreed with the Congress in 

opposing separate electorates. On their part, the Congress -  In the first rounds of 

negotiations -  agreed to Jinnahôs proposals which included demands for reserved Muslim 

seats at the centre and in Muslim minority provinces and so on. But uncompromising 


