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I am deeply grateful to the members of the executive committee of the
Indian History Congress for electing me to preside over the Modern India
section of the present session. I am sincerely overwhelmed by this unexpected
honour. In the past this position has been occupied by a galaxy of distinguished
historians which makes me even more sharply aware of my limitations and
inadequacies. However, the honour extended to me by my professional
colleagues shall indeed sustain my interest in the study of Indian History. I
should like to use this opportunity to share my tentative ideas about the * Hindu
Consciouness, communalism and the Congress in Pre-Partition Punjab.' It,
infact, forms a part of a larger project on which I am presently working along
with Professor O.P. Grewal of my university.
I
This year we are celebrating the 50th anniversary of our Independence
which was a result of a long drawn struggle carried on by the different sections
of Indian people irrespective of caste, creed or regional affiliations by forging
a united front against the colonial rule. It was on the night of August 15,1947
that the Indians redeemed their pledge and finally arrived at the prized moment
of their 'tryst with destiny'. But this magnificient moment was marred by the
colossal tragedy of the partition. The British on the eve of their departure
divided the sub-continent on the basis of religion and a new nation state of
Pakistan was carved out. This division was not a simple geographical
bifurcation of Indian territory but a painful surgical operation which entailed
unimaginable human sufferings and large scale migration on both sides of
the border. It is estimated that mo$e than 17 millions people had to move
from one side to the other of the newly drawn boundary lines between india
1
and Pakistan. The experiences were really traumatic for those who were
forced by the circumstances to leave their homes and native places. The
most tragic aspect of the situation was the communal violence which occured
on an unprecedented scale in different parts of the sub-continent at that time.
It is difficult to give an exact number of persons killed or wounded in the riots
during those days of frenzied excitement, but it is certain that the number of
2
casualties was very high. Of course, the largest sufferings were borne by the
people of the Punjab and Bengal, the two Muslim majority provinces under
the Raj which on the basis of hurriedly announced Radcliffe Award were sliced
into two halves each.
.
Since the partition was an event of great magnitude, it made a powerful
3
r/Jimpact on all spheres of life, and also deeply influenced historiography of the
f period. Recent researches have convincingly established that Partition was
l not brought about by the singular will of individual leaders or political parties
I but was a catastrophic resolution of some objective processes that had been
4
J, maturing over many decades'. It should however be mentioned that popular
jjconstruction of the historical narrative of the partition still remains highly
' ^simplistic or stereotyped both in India and Pakistan. In India, the partition has
/ been represented generally as the culmination of 'Muslim separatism' which
1

according to this thinking could be traced back to the politics of Sir Sayyid
Ahmad Khan in the late nineteenth century. The proponents of this view
contend that barring a small phase of Khilafat - Non-Coopration Movement,
the Muslims by the large remained aloof from the nationalist struggle and
their communal politics continued to extend its base till it culminated in the
5
partition. Across the border, the popular historical narrative is deeply influenced
by the euphoric zeal produced by the fact that a new state viewed as a land of
piety (Pakistan) had come into existence through the partition. Even in the
serious historiography of Pakistan, there has been a constant endeavour to
establish that formation of a new nation state with a special character was the
final triumph of'Muslim nationalism' which had started emerging in an organized
6
form since the period of Sayyid Ahmad Khan . The popular assumption is
that since there were inherent differences between the Hindus and Muslims,
the formation of Pakistan was inevitable and the partition was not to be
bemoaned. This way of thinking which is still shared by a large number of
people in India and Pakistan has been seriously questioned by a number of
scholars. Mushirul Hasan for instance by taking a closer look at the activities
of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan has rightly argued that it would be wrong to describe
7
him as an architect of 'Muslim nationalism'. Moreover, the assumption that
the Muslim community as a whole subscribed to the two-nation theory is far
om the truth. That the Muslims did not demand Pakistan as a monolithic and
homogeneous community is evident from the simple fact that 35 millions of
them preferred to stay back in India and have continued to live in this country
after the partition.
Another dominant historical construction of the complex of events
resulting in Independence and partition projects the Congress as the major
actor responsible for the positive side of its development, being the sole
organization deeply committed to the principles of secularism, democracy
8
and the cause of national liberation. Undoubtedly, Mahatma Gandhi,
Jawaharlal Nehru and a large number of other Congressmen were genuine
believers in secularism and their constant effort was to bring people of different
faiths together into the national movement. While some of them took secularism
to mean complete divorce of religion from politics, its commonly accepted
meaning was Sarvadharma Sambhav - that is treating all religions with equality
and respect, and putting primary emphasis on the spirit of accommodation
9
which exists among them . The latter version of secularism was the dominant
credo of the Congress in pre-independence India. And it was in pursuance of
secularism in this sense that Congress leadership time and again assured
the minorities particularly the Muslims that there would not be any discrimination
on the basis of religion. The constitution of the Congress also reflected its
10
firm commitment to the ideals of composite culture, and syncretic traditions.
The dominant historiography in Pakistan, however, continues to maintain that
11
the Congress throughout remained a 'Hindu' organization.
In the pre12
independence period some of the British officers also held a similar view. In
very emphatic terms, the Muslim League and its leader Muhammad Ali Jinnah
2

from 1937 onwards had been campaigning against the Congress by dubbing
13
it a 'Hindu* body, despite all its secular pretensions. This characterisation of
the Congress by the League is not correct and was politicajjy^motivated
becauselTcame in handy to the League in establishing its own position as the
sole political organization for the Muslims. Provoked by this description and
taking it as a sheer maligning tactics by the Muslim League, the Congress
proclaimed its secular credentials both before the British government and at
14
the organizational level in very emphatic terms.
It has, however, to be
admitted that the nationalist discourse injndjajogjias. carried within itself an
undectone.iDUdiDdu^c^rj^cjojJsness which became more easily perceptible in
Muslim majority provinces. A recent study which deals with Hindu
communalism in Bengal has emphatically argued with large documentary
evjdeflee-^taMhe-iding^ BhadralokhagLa-Substantial presence within the
30sand40slang^couliljilay^an effex^e-rofeiirmotrldtngits—
15
politics. Their manipulative politics, according to this study, actually resulted
in the accentuation of communal divide in the province. Studies like this remind
us that along with Muslim communalism, Hindu communalism also has been
an active player in the social and political life in India in pre-partition period,
although it frequently played its role not in overt form but through disguises it
has put on at different points of time. This would also enable us to understand
that the partition was the result of configuration of different forces among
whichj^nndujx>mniuna^
The study
mentioned above has however the limitation of confining itself to charting out
the factional maneuvers of Hindu elite in Congress politics at provincial level,
and does not adequately focus on the ideological implications of the factional
politics in overall development of Hindu consciousness as a larger
phenomenon.
The precise contours of Hindu communalism, have not received
16
adequate attention. As a matter of fact, its distinctive character, its regional
variations and the mutations it has gone through over the total span of its
existence have not been fully explored. It has been well recognized that
Hinduized ideological forces began to develop with the turn of the century
itself. The growth of Hindu consciousness leading to its culmination in 'Hindu
17
nationalism' was however not linear. Actually there were many turns and
twists in the development of Hindu consciousness. It has been clearly
established that communalism as a social and political phenomenon emerged
under the colonial set up in all communities - Muslim, Hindu and Sikh - almost
simultaneously. But the communalism associated with one religious
community may have pecularities which are not there in the variety associated
with another. For instance, Jawaharlal Nehru rightly made a distinction
between the majority and minority communalism saying that the former can
easily pass off as national, while that of the latter (minorities) is branded as
18
separatist. It is true that broad features of communalism of all hues have
remained the same but important differences do come up when one examines
the specific manifestation of communalism in particular communities in different
5

regions and periods of pre-independence history. It may also be mentioned
clearly that the phenomenon of communalism in all communities at each stage
of its development was invariably shaped by the pressure of economic interest
as well as the long and short terms objectives and social aspirations of various
social groups and classes forming a part of a particular religious community,
and it in turn influenced the form of intervention made by them both in politics
and society.
The roots of Hindu communalism are invariably traced in the Hindu
revivalism which emerged in the nineteenth century and also influenced the
19
growth of nationalism in the country. It has already been clearly established
that different trends operated within the Congress at the same time since its
very inception. A prominent section of early Congressmen, particularly, residing
in presidency towns were anglicized persons who were deeply imbued with
20
the ideals of western liberalism including separation of religion from politics.
Some of them genuinely believed that in a multi-religious society, religion was
a dangerous and inappropriate basis of nationalism. But at the same time it is
also true that many Congressmen particularly in the provinces were deeply
influenced by the Hindu revivalism represented by persons like Bankim
Chandra Chatterjee, Swami Vivekananda and Swami Dayanand, and their
political thinking including their nationalist perspective did not remain unaffected
21
by the emerging Hindu revivalist trends. The presence of Hindu imagery in
the natioalist discourse provides a strong evidence of the influence exerted
by the Hindu revivalist sensibility on the nationalist politics in the early twentieth
century. The naionalism which emerged in India as an ideology of antiimperialist struggle against the colonial rule acquired a revivalist dimension
because of the need to contest the hegemony of colonial rulers at the level of
22
culture. The extremist leaders Aurbindo Ghosh, B. G.Tilak and Lajpat Rai
played a special role in providing Hindu underpinning to Indian nationalism as
they often invoked Hindu symbols and religious traditions, not to inject spirit
of Hinduism as the ideological basis of nationalism but to raise counter
hegemony of nationalist culture. Pitted as it was against the dominant ideology
and culture of colonial rulers, this form of revivalism was not 'anti-Muslim'
23
even if it used images and myths from Hindu traditions. Actually the 'other'of
this nationalist discourse was the British rule and not the Muslims in India.
However, the very use of Hindu images and myths might have created some
suspicion about the character of Indian nationalism in the minds of a section
24
of the Muslims in India.
It may be stated at the very outset that no religious belief system in
itself produces communalism. However, the symbols and traditions of any
religion can be and are generally appropriated by the communalists to sustain
their form of politics and to generate among the followers of that religious faith
25
a sense of hatred against the believers of another religious order. Prior to
the emergence of commnalism as a fully grown phenomenon it is necessary
that people must start imagining themselves in their day-to-day social existence
4

as distinct 'communities' on the basis of their specific religious belief system.
When and in what situations and conditions of existence believers of different
f religious faiths behave as distinct religious communities has been an important
issue of debate. The pioneers among the British, particularly, Orientalists
and Utilitarians, held the view that the Indian society had always remained
divided for centuries into different homogenized and well structured
26
communities each based on a distinct religious identity. Their primary
perception was that these communities, particularly, the Hindus and Muslims,
because of their inborn enemity were strongly opposed to each other in their
interactions at all levels. Their reading of India's past was also later used by
the champions of communal interpretation of history, who formulated the twonation theory. The nationalists challenged the view that there was a permanent
hatred between the believers of Islam and Hinduism and they laid special
emphasis on the strong tradition of harmony which existed between the Hindus
and Muslims from the very beginning. But it is important to note that the
nationalists seemed to have unwittingly imbibed in their thinking the description
of Indian society made by the British writers with regard to the division of
27
people into homogenized and well defined religious communities. This aspect
of nationalist discourse is evident in the recourse that even Congressmen
took to phrases like 'us' and 'them' while referring to the people sharing their
28
own religious beliefs and those having different religious persuasions. In
other words, like the colonial rulers and communalists, the nationalists too by
^ and large accepted the assumption that religion based community was the
dominent form of social identity in India from the very beginning. This erroneous
reading of Indian History has recently been challenged and the essentialism
implicit in such a thinking has been effectively exposed by a number of Indian
historians. It has now been convincingly shown that the formation of distinct
(I communities based on religion was a recent historical phenomenon and such
communities were actually constructed in India during the nineteenth
29
centuary.
Benedict Anderson in his study of origin and spread of nationalism has
observed that 'all communities larger than primordial villages of face to face
30
contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined. This formulation can be
invoked to understand the formation of new type of religious communities in
India in the neneteenth century. No trans-territorial and homogenized
communities based on religious identities actually existed in the pre-colonial
society. The word community for a religious collectivity came to be used for
31
the first time in the nineteenth century. During the earlier period, the sense
of community depended on a set of diverse factors and although religion was
an important aspect of social life of the people, it seldom became an exclusive
basis for the formation of any distinct community existing at that time. The
collectivities in this period got defined on the basis of a number of shared
local practices, and religion as such did not become a basis for the formation
of a trans-territorial identity. Both the Hindus and Muslims living in India have
shared a wide spectrum of syncretic customs, practices and beliefs which
5

often got incorporated even in their respective modes of religious worship
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and practices. Actually a deeper look at the social life of common masses of
that period would reveal that a neat dividing line between the Hindus and
Muslims was not present and there was a large overlap in their socio-religious
practices and beliefs.
The process of constructing trans-territorial communities on the basis
of religious identity began under the new conditions created by the colonial
rule. In India, the impact of colonialism was felt in almost all spheres of life.
The establishment of railways, expansion of market and the introduction of
western education and mode of jurisprudence significantly eroded the
relevance of local and small communities and also led to the decline of
traditional elites associated with such local collectivities. The new elites groups
which emerged in the colonial society played an important role in the process
of constucting trans - territorial communities based on religious identities. These
new elites dispersed in a large territorial sperad, and drawn from professionals,
merchants, small enterpreneurs and service persons by using the fresh
opportunities thrown by the colonial rule soon acquired a dominant position in
society. In the sensibility of these middle class elements and the mode of
social existence in which they were rooted, many pre-capitalist features had
persisted to a certain extent. The aspirations and ideals of such middle class
groups could not get articulated in a fully developed bourgeois form. They
now defined their distinct social existence through a selective appropriation
of elements from their traditional identity and used these elements as a mould
for the expression of their new aspirations and ideals. Since this appropriation
was filtered through the Orientalists' perception of the traditional structure of
Indian society, the factor of religion got prioritized in it. For the purpose of
fuller crystalization and expression of this new consciousness of being
members of trans-territorial religious communities of the type mentioned above,
they made extensive use of printed literature which not only provided ideas
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and images but became carriers of relationship as a community. In this
manner, the process of crystalization of communities such as Hindus, Muslims
and Sikhs now as players in competitive social environment was largely
completed before the end of the nineteenth century.
Along with the formation of distinct communities based on religion, the
nineteenth century also witnessed the beginning of nationalism in its nascent
form. It has been rightly argued that nation is not an entity identifiable with
any one of the social factors such as language, religion etc. but an "imagined
community' which gets constructed in response to vaguely felt, but yet to be
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defined, shared objectives, aspirations and desires. It is the living experience
of a social collectivity emerging at a particular juncture in the development of
society which slowly forces the inhabitants of a specific region to imagine
themselves as a nation. In other words, nation is not a fixed and static category
with some universal attributes. E.J. Hobsbawm has, therefore, contended
that there is 'no a priori definition of what constitutes a nation'. Further, he
6
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forcefully argues that nationalism passes throughout different phases of
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mutations during the course of its development. These points are highly
relevant in understanding the emergence of nationalist consciousness in India.
It is true that nationalism in India as in most countries of the west is intimately
related to the emergence of a broader collectivity formed through enlargement
of market beyond local limits, establishment of capitalist relations of production
and the enunciation of the enlightenment ideals and values of modernity
including rationality, freedom, equality and progress. But along with this, the
primary factor behind the emergence of idea of a nation and the ideology of
nationalism in India is resistance to, and struggle against the colonial rule in
the country. The beginning of national consciousness here, in other words,
primarily meant a loose sense of collectivity based on shared experience of
subjugation and a shared desire to oppose oppression and exploitation by
the colonial rule which compelled people to go beyond and partially ignore
their internal divisions in terms of class, region, religion and caste. Bipan
Chandra, therefore, rightly says that nationalism in India was 'basically the
product of the central or primary contradiction of colonial India, the contradiction
36
between colonialism and the interests of the Indian people'.
It has to be kept in mind that the form of nationalist consciousness or
nationalism underwent significant changes depending on the increase in
volume and growth of anti-colonial movement in the country. In its initial stages
the expression of national consciousness did not include any contestation or
confrontation at the political level with the colonial regime. This contestation
actually took the form of a marked differentiation and distancing at the cultural
level from the foreign rulers. But when the experience of subjection and
oppression grew in intensity and volume, this national consciousness
registered important shifts around the turn of the century acquiring new
dimensions of collective assertions in the socio-economic and political domains.
It started taking the form of organized initiative both at elite and popular levels
in the first decade of the twentieth century particularly in the Swedishi
movement of Bengal. With the entry of Mahatma Gandhi on the political scene
and the programme of mass mobilization he spearheaded, the national
movement acquired the necessary intensity which made the idea of nation a
37
'cultural dominant' and it started influencing in a decisive manner the other
forms of collective identities and affiliations including the consciousness of
trans-territorial religious communities.
Since the emergence of nationalism had occured in India
simultaneously with the construction of communities on the basis of religion,
the interaction of community consciousness with nationalism in their various
phases of subsequent growth is quite intricate and complex. The historiography
of this phase of Indian history takes extremely divergent positions on this
issue deeply influenced as they are by different ideological positions or visions
of India's future. One way of understanding the differences in these approaches
is to focus on the importance they attached to the categories of 'communiy'
7
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and 'nation' as factors in the historical development of society and the form of
interaction between the two visualised by them. The British officials and colonial
historians believed that Indian society was divided into primordial communities
which were antagonistic to each other. In their view, this peculiar character of
the Indian society accordingly made the emergence of nation in the western
sense of the term virtually impossible here. Furthermore such a conception
of primordial communities did not permit any growth or development in the
form and content of communities, and they continued to be visualised as static
entities. Later this concept of primordial and antogonistic communities being
the basic reality of Indian history, as pointed out earlier, was borrowed by
communal historians and used for dismissing the idea of a unified nation as a
myth. These historians maintained that the community itself under modern
conditions of polity assumes the character and role of a nation. In the writings
of nationalist historians and thinkers, the nation is visualized as a primary
mode of assertion of anti-colonial struggle by the Indian people, and the
communities are viewed as sectarian collectivities which should become
subordinate or completely outmoded with the emergence of the nation as a
39
collectivity. In the thinking of many nationalist writers, the religion based
communities and the nation are antipodal to each other. Some of these
thinkers and historians did not evince a sufficient recognition of the fact that in
the initial stages the formation of communities based on religious identities
had also subsumed anti-colonial aspirations and needs of the Indian people.
Because their understanding of religious communities as a distinct factor in
India was unconsciously influenced to a considerable extent by the abstract
and inadequate understanding of Indian history propagated by Orientalist
historiography, they tended to have a simplified view of the complex and
contradictory role played by these new social formations which had emerged
during the nineteenth century. Jawaharlal Nehru, for instance, was firmly of
the view that religious communities represented only reactionary form of politics
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and obstructed the growth of anti-imperialist struggle. Bipan Chandra has
also argued on similar lines in a more sophisticated language of a professional
historian. The community consciousness, according to him, being false and
illusory had to be broken and transcended. On the other hand, he argues, it
was the ideology of nationalism which reflected the real interests of the Indian
41
people in a united manner against the colonial rule.
As it has already been pointed out earlier, the religion based
communities of the nineteenth century were not primordial or immutable entities
inherited from the past. Instead, these newly constructed collectivities were
rooted in contemporary needs and aspirations of a distinctive sections of society
which had gained buoyancy and prominence under the colonial set up. There
was a potential contradiction in the very structuring of the communities which
would show up at a particular juncture in the later development of community
consciousness. The consciousness associated with these religion based
communities as also their role as distinctive social formations underwent some
8

significant changes during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
These changes can be understood by relating them among other things to the
policies and strategies followed by the colonial rulers for maintaining hegemony
and control the quantative changes and qualitative transformation in the anticolonial struggle. In the first phase of their existence the primary emphasis in
the community-consciousness was on the definition of sectarian identity rooted
in a desire on the part of those belonging to the new middle classes to
demarcate themselves from the alien rulers and also from those sections of
Indian society who shared the religious faith of the elite but did not share the
aspirations of the specific types. In the second phase, the community
consciousness acquired a pronounced political dimension and played a
significant role in wresting concessions from the colonial state primarily for
the middle class members of the community. In this phase of wresting
concessions the sectarian character of the religious community was
considerably toned down to include more and more aspirants from the middle
classes belonging to the same religious persuasion. This became unavoidable
on account of the logic of numbers for exerting pressure on the government.
Another mutation in the communitarian consciousness occured after
the anti-imperialist struggle had grown to a new intensity and volume in the
early twentieth century. The communitarian elite in different communities
responded to forces of Indian nationalism in two divergent ways. A section of
the elite for whom wresting concessions was more important than anti-colonial
resistance started moving towards a position of collaboration with the colonial
state. But the other section of the elite which inspired by a long term vision of
Independent India took part in the national struggle without completely giving
up the perspective of short term gains in the civil society. These latter section
of elite evolved a consciousness of communitarian nationalism positing active
cooperation among different communities in their common struggle against
the colonial rule, and emphasizing the need for building up a unified nation as
a collaborative formation among the distinctive religious communities. This
perception was fully developed by Mahatma Gandhi as he actively tried to
achieve effective linkage between communitarian loyalties and the commitment
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to a larger collectivity of nation. The communitarian-nationalism arising out
of communitarian-consciousness at this juncture actually held a dominant
position in the nationalist discourse since Mahatma Gandhi firmly believed
that it alone could sustain and strengthen the roots of anti-imperialist struggle
in India. He strongly felt that this perspective being close to the thinking of
common people would be quite successful in mobilising the Hindus and
Muslims against the British rule. Communitarian-nationalist perspective, infact,
drew strength from the rich syncretic traditions which the people in their dayto-day experience had evolved over the centuries from local ties of amity,
collaboration, cooperation and friendship which they developed as members
of localized communities confronting common problems difficulties and
challenges including resistance against the forces of oppression.
Communitarian-nationalism, however, did not mean 'federation of communities'
9

with different communities as political constituents; instead it meant confluence
of different communities in the nation as number of streams.
During this phase when anti-imperialist struggle gained strength and
nationalism became a 'cultural dominant' community consciousness in respect
of different religions, as discussed above developed into communitarian
nationalism on the one hand, and on the other took a turn and assumed a
disturbing form in which the political phenomenon of communalism both as
an ideology and practice took its birth. Bipan Chandra has discussed
communialism as an ideology which according to him emerged in the late
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nineteenth century as a counter-polarity to nationalism. In this context, as
pointed out earlier, he maintains that while nationalism truely reflected the
urges and aspirations of the Indian people belonging to different regions,
classes and groups, communalism being a false consciousness instead of
furthering the real interests and concerns of the groups which defined
themselves as religious communities merely gave them an illusory sense of
fulfilment. This characterisation of communalism brings out a basic aspect of
the phenomenon in the pre-independence period particularly its character as
an instrument in the hands of colonial rulers to weaken the challenge of the
national liberation movement and a potent weapon used by the economically
dominant classes to dupe and exploit the common masses in the pursuit of
their own reactionary policies. This conceptual framework, however, can give
us only a partial understanding of the phenomenon of communalism in India.
Communalism is definitely an ideology but it also covers at the same time
specific practices on the ground which do not have a set form and considerably
vary from time to time at different places. Actually the meaning of communilism
includes not only violent hatred and mistrust against the believers of other
faith but also visualisation of a religious community as a 'nation'. On account
of the latter feature communalism even though like communitarian - nationalism
grows out of the communitarian consiousness of the religious communities
which emerged in the nineteenth century remains essentially opposed to
communitarian nationalism in its overall character. Admittedly, a section of
believers of communitarian nationalism could slide into a communalistic
perspective in the slackened phase of anti-imperlialist struggle. In the case of
Hindus, there are number of instances both in Punjab and other provinces
where persons having communitarian nationalist framework and the communal
chauvinists joined against the Muslims fearing their domination at social and
political levels. This tendency of close collaboration and unity between the
two against the Muslims became quite strong when the demand of separate
state was raised by the Muslim League in 1940.
The chauvinistic Hindu communal ideology was clearly articulated in
the programme of Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) established in 1925,
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though its seeds had started emerging much earlier. The believers of RSS
programme defined Indian nation in terms of "Hindu Rashtravaad' and
conveniently created 'myth of a continuous thousand year old struggle of
10
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Hindus against the Muslims as structuring principle of Indian history' . In other
words, the communalist Hindus rejected the idea of a unified nation
transcending all communities. In such a situation the colonial state ceased to
be the main enemy for them. For Hindu communalists the primary 'other' was
no more British rule in India but the "Muslims' who were perceived as the real
enemy'. The same was also true of Muslim communalists whose ideology
took a virulent form after the demand for Pakistan was raised. In support of
their ideological position, the chauvinist Hindus and Muslims gave slightly
different explanations. While the Muslim communalists underlined the innate
enmity between the two communities at all levels, the chauvinist Hindus, on
the other hand, described Muslims as foreigners' in India, which they described
as their 'fatherland' and' holy land'. Here it is important to note that there was
a basic difference between the communitarian nationalists and communal
chauvinists over the character of Indian nation, but this vital difference of the
perspective got considerably blurred in Punjab in 1940s just before the partition.
It can also be said that once communitarian nationalists leaders like Lala
Lajpat Rai and Madan Mohan Malaviya among the Hindus, Hakim Ajmal Khan,
M.A. Ansari and some others among the Muslims were not there on the
political scene, the challenge to blatant communalism within the respective
communities was considerably weakened. As a consquence the idea of
Muslim nation' and Hindu nation' began to grip the imagination of many
Muslims and Hindus particularly in North India and Bengal. All this resulted in
escalation of hatred and violence of the worst kind. In the changed
circumstances, large sections of the Hindus and Muslims in these regions in
general did not see each other merely as rivals in civil society but as members
of two enemy 'nations'.
The congress, as it is well known, strongly decried both the concept of
'Hindu Rashtravaad' and the Muslim League's demand of Pakistan since both
were opposed to the idea of a unified nation for which the Congress had
always stood. As mentioned earlier, the Congress as an organisation was
secular in charecter. An important segment of its leadership headed by
Jawaharlal Nehru and some Congress socialists being the champions of
scientific secularism had nothing to do with communitarian-nationalist
perspective and were strongly opposed to communilism of all varities. Their
perspective and parameters of thinking were entirely based on scientific and
progressive liberal values which had emerged among a section of educated
middle classes under the impact of western liberalism and enlightenment
adapted to their indigenous needs and aspirations. This secular thinking was
distinct from the secularism of Mahatma Gandhi and many other Congress
leaders whose nationalism had originally come out of communitarian
consciousness in one way or the other. Under Gandhi both these versions of
secularisms got harmoniously blended in the national movement, Each variety
of secularism had its weaknesses and limitations on account of which divergent
positions at the level of tactics could emerge in special circumstances among
M

the different segments of Congress leadership.
Since early 1930s Jawaharlal Nehru and some other radicals while
recognising the distinction between communitarian-nationalists and communal
chauvinists intended to carry national struggle on the basis of scientific
secularism and were not prepared to accord cognizance to the communities
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based on religion in any manner. It was in pursuance of this programme
that Jawaharlal Nehru launched a Muslim mass contact programme in 1937
under the leadership of a communist leader K.M. Ashraf on the basis of a
radical economic programme. But this programme failed to evoke a favourable
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response. In 1938, the Congress also took a major decision of not allowing
the persons associated with communal organizations such as the Hindu
Mahasabha or Muslim League to become its members. Despite this ban,
some Hindu Mahasabhaites continued to remain associated with the Congress
at the local levels. In the Muslim majority provinces of Bengal and Punjab in
particular, the ideology and the programme of secular nationalism did not
receive widespread response. For this, two specific reasons could be
mentioned here. First, the experience of working of dyarchy and provincial
autonomy in the provinces convinced a large section of urban Hindus that the
continuation of Muslim majority in the Legislative Council was deterimental to
their interests and therefore needed to be resisted at any cost. Secondly,
their fears of Muslim domination were further increased when the demand of
separate Muslim state envisaged the inclusion of Muslim majority provinces
of the Punjab and Bengal in it.
*

The question of very survival under the growing communal environment
created by the politics of Muslim League became very crucial for large section
of Hindus of these provinces. As a result, many Hindu communualists as well
as a large section of communitarian-nationalists felt a strong need of all out
struggle against the demand of partition. For many of them the urgent need
to oppose the creation of Pakistan took the form of virulent opposition to the
Muslim community as such. When the idea of Pakistan started gaining popular
support among the Muslims in 1940s, the Hindu masses looked more towards
the Congress then Mahasabha since the former was not only anti-imperialist
organisation but a political force powerful enough to counter balance the
demand of Pakistan. Even non-communal conservatives who had earlier
stayed away from the Congress because of radicalism which its leaders like
Jawaharlal Nehru represented, now chose to get alligned with it under the
new conditions. In fact they found themselves comfortable in the Congress
since the latter had modulated its radical stance of struggle against the colonial
state to that of negotiated settlement for transfer of power. As a result Congress
contained large number of Hinduized elements at different levels of its
organisational set up in Muslim majority provinces.
II
Hindu consciousness in the form in which it can be linked with the
12

phenomenon of communalism started developing in India towards the
beginning of the nineteenth century. In the early phase of British rule, the
Orientalists played an important role in constructing Hinduism as a coherent
religion comprising a vast body of shared beliefs, myths, rituals and laws.
This projected view of Hinduism attributed a monolithic unity to groups and
sections which were actually disparate and were bound by a very vague sense
of identity. There is sufficient evidence to establish that prior to the nineteenth
century, Hinduism as a distinctive homogeneous and authoritatively codified
religion did not exist in India, nor did the Hindus had a well established identity.
Actually it was the condition created by the colonial rule which led to the
emergence of Hindu consciousness on the basis of a reconstructed and
reformed version of traditional religious practices and beliefs. The very
character of the regime under colonial rule created a feeling of alienation and
humiliation among large sections of people living in India irrespective of their
distinctive identities and produced in them an urge to define a common identity
for themselves. Such an identity would be based on their sense of being
different from those who ruled over them and it should give them a sense of
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self respect in one way or the other. The new middle classes which emerged
as a result of economic and social changes taking place during the colonial
rule felt a particular need for reconstructing this broader sense of identity. The
homogeneous version of Hinduism projected by the Orientalists was
appropriated by these groups and filled with a new content to suit their specific
needs and requirements. They sought to reform the inherited religious tradition
in the light of new notions, justice and progress which they had imbibed from
western education and which also accorded with their own class aspirations.
The pressure of their class role was forcing them to get beyond strictly local
and narrow affiliations which formed an integral part of the diverse traditional
identities they had acquired through religious and social practices grounded
in the realities of earlier historical period.
The Brahmo Samaj can be cited as the pioneer organisation which
attempted to reinterpret Hinduism through a return to Upanishadic rationalism.
It aimed at reforming Hindu religion and reconstructing a religious identity
which accorded with the aspirations and goals of the new educated middle
classes. Although Brahmo Samaj was apparently syncretic and universalist
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in its approach, it essentially remained a 'Hindu theistic association.' In
Punjab, the influence of Brahmo Samaj was limited but it did make an important
contribution in the emergence of a broad sense of Hindu identity in Punjab.
Another notable attempt to reform and recast Hinduism was made by Swami
Dayanand, the founder of Arya Samaj. Like Brahmo Samaj, this organisation
aimed at purging those elements of Hinduism which were contrary to the
progressive and rational ideals adopted by the emergent middle classes. A
notable feature of this reconstruction of the religious tradition was a pronounced
assertion of its indigenousness and superiority in contradistinction to the
religious belief of the foreign rulers. This exercise of reconstructing Hindu
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identity was done by Swami Dayanand ostensibly in the name of recovering
the essentials of the vedic culture by removing contamination it had received
in the post vedic period. The revivalism of the Arya Samaj played a role not
only in demarcating the religious particularism of Hinduism but also hightened
a sense of pride among the Hindus. It was this type of self righteous religiosity
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which made people more susceptible to communal propoganda'.
The ideology of the Arya Samaj had a great appeal for a cross section
of the Indian middle classes which had emerged in the colonial rule. In an
article, Richard Fox has pointed out that the reconstructed Hindu ideology of
the Arya Samaj and the material interests of lower middle classes (intermediate
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castes) coalesced in Punjab. The p.ocess of capitalist development in Punjab
had not reached a point where an industrial bourgeosie could take shape as
a distinct formation and play a leading role in giving direction to social and
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cultural life. The middle class Hindus comprising merchants, moneylenders,
small enterpreneurs, professionals and service persons started using the fresh
opportunities thrown up by the colonial state and soon acquired a dominant
position in society. Under the new conditions, these middle class persons
had to express themselves through a reconstructed and a modified version
of their traditional identity. The ideology and programme of Arya Samaj were
particularly suitable for this purpose. A section of Hindu middle class following
Arya Samaj would ultimately become the main carriers of Hindu communal
consciousness in the specific conditions prevailing in Punjab in the early
twentieth century.
The Hindus in Punjab formed a minority being only about 35 per cent
of the total population, but they enjoyed an enviable position among the middle
classes. A large number of Hindus lived in urban areas of central and western
Punjab. They mostly belonged to the intermediate castes such as Khatris,
Aroras and Agarwals with trade and money-lending as their main professions.
The establishment of British colonial regime created oportunities for urban
Hindus to establish their ascendancy in education, professions, trade and
industry. With the growth of educational facilities in Punjab in the late nineteenth
century, the number of Hindu literates, particularly in English, increased at a
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much higher rate in comparison to that of Muslims . This gave the educated
Hindus a special advantage over others in securing higher jobs for which
knowledge of English had been made essential. They also dominated the
professions of teaching, law, medicine, engineering and journalism. In industry,
trade and banking too, the Hindus held an advantageous position. They were
greatly benefited also by the commercialization of agriculture which led to a
5A
quick rise in the export of foodgrains from Punjab . A section of Hindus
associated with trade and commerce, also maintained strong linkage with
rural areas, and bridged commercial transactions between rural and urban
sectors. Before the Land Alienation Act of 1900, a large number of Hindus
belonging to the trading castes lived in rural areas, or the nearby towns, and
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almost monopolized the money-lending business .
14

This preponderant position of the Hindus was resented by Muslims
who formed a majority, constituting about 54 per cent of the total population of
Punjab in early twentieth century. A large number of them lived in rural areas
in the north-west of Punjab. In this region, a small section of Muslims were big
landlords possessing large landholdings. But majority of them were either
small peasants or tenants. On account of these demographic peculiarities,
the tension between peasants and moneylenders could easily be given a
communal complexion wherever the peasant was a Muslim and the money56
lender a Hindu . The Muslims living in the towns and cities mostly worked as
artisans, and remained poor. The rate of growth in education among the
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Muslims was slow and only a few could afford new education . As a result,
barely a small section of Muslims could find a place for themselves in
government jobs or in other middle class professions. It was this educated
section of Muslims which envied the dominant position of Hindu middle classes
in government jobs and educational institutions.
Competition for jobs often caused antagonism between the Hindus
and Muslims. When the Hunter Commission was appointed in 1881 to
recommend the language for public services and secondary education, the
educated Middle class Hindus, including Arya Samajists, Brahmo Samajsts
and Sanatan Dharmis, pleaded that Hindi in Devnagari script should replace
Urdu as the official vernacular language in Punjab. The educated middle
class elements among the Muslims on the other hand formed Anjuman-iHimayat -i- Urdu to campaign for the defence of Urdu. They argued that a shift
to Hindi would give an additional advantage to the Hindus in jobs. In other
words, the issue of vernacular language was perceived in communal terms
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as the Muslims were identifying themselves with Urdu, and Hindus with Hindi .
Again, when the Aitchison Commission came to Punjab in 1886 to enquire
into the issue of employment of Indians in provincial services, the educated
Muslims spoke against the preponderance of Hindu middle classes in services,
while the latter strongly countered the move through meetings, tracts and
petitions. At the same time, the Muslim organizations made representations
to the government seeking reservation of certain higher posts for the Muslims
on the plea that the Hindus controlled all avenues of advancement and
deliberately kept the Muslim candidates out. James Lyall, the Lt. Governor of
Punjab (1887-1892), finally accepted this demand and decided to follow a
policy of favouring the qualified Muslim candidates untill their ratio in
government services bore some relations to their numerical proportions among
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the upper and middle classes of the population. Initially, the government
kept its decision secret but in 1904 the new policy was made public which
certainly caused resentment among the educated Hindu middle classes in
the Punjab.
•

Another issue that agitated the Hindus was the reservation of seats in
the municipalities. In view of the enlarged powers of municipalities and the
introduction of the system of elections, these local bodies became hot beds
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for the growth of competitive community consciousness among the Hindu
and Muslim upper and middle classes. In many towns the Hindus, though in
minority, formed a major section of the electorate because of their dominance
in professions and commerce. This was bitterly opposed by the Muslims who
were put to a disadvantage in elections, because of lack of "western education
or any machinery for municipal organisations'. In order to maintain Hindu and
Muslim balance, James Lyall decided in favour of communal representation
through the division of seats between the two communities in some municipal
committees. Along with this, the system of separate communal electrorate
was introduced in these municipalities ostensibly to meet peculiar
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circumstrances or satisfy local demands' .
The reservation of government jobs and seats in the municipal
committees for the Muslims obviously hurt the interests of the Hindu middle classes in Punjab who wanted to retain their position of dominance. Their
hatred against the Muslims an account of this fierce competition in mundane
affairs was transferred to the ostensibly religious issues like cow-slaughter
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which led to the aggravation of communal tension in the 1890s . During this
phase the Arya Samaj was able to highten Hindu consciousness through its
network of educational institutions, newspapers and periodicals, and the Arya
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updeshaks who lectured at religious congregations in small towns . A broad
unity on the basis of the new communitarian consciouness was fast gaining
strength among Hindu middle classes covering both Arya Samajists and others.
Because of the shift of emphasis from the spiritual to mundane issues at this
juncture, differences between the Arya Samaj and the Sanatan Dharma could
be papered over with comparative ease for a collective communitarian
assertion.
This broad communitarian consiousness took an organizational form
with the setting up of the Punjab Hindu Sabha at Lahore on 16 December
1906. Thakur Mohan Chand, a member of the Punjab. Legislative Council
and rais, Amritsar, and Rai Bahadur Lala Jai Krishan Das, rais, Lohore, were
appointed its president and general secretary, respectively. A 16 member
executive committee was constituted which included prominent middle class
Hindus such as Lala Lajpat Rai, Harkishen Lai, Rambhaj Dutt Choudhry, and
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Ruchi Ram Sahni . By 1908 the branches of the Punjab Hindu Sabha were
set up almost in all district towns. At the initial stage, the Punjab Hindu Sabha
did not clearly spell out its programme. Its activities, however, revealed that
the main objective of the Sabha was not only to define and lay stress on
religious identity of Hindus but also to take up those mundane issues which
mainly concerned the emerging middle classes in civil society.
The establishment of the Muslim League, and later the setting up of its
branches in 1907, was viewed by the Hindu middle classes in Punjab as
threat to their political interests at the levels of local and provincial
administration. Their apprehensions about the British policy of favouritism'
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towards Muslims seemed to have been confirmed when communal electotrate
was provided for the Muslims in the Council under Morely - Minto Reform
scheme. A section of the Punjab Hindu Sabha leaders were also critical of
the Congress for its failure to protect the Hindu interests. It was in these
circumstances that Rai Bahadur Lala Lai Chand, a noted Arya Samajist, wrote
a series of articles published in the daily Panjabee in which he expressed
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deep anguish over the British policy of 'concessions' to the Muslims .
Under the auspices of the Punjab Hindu Sabha, a provincial Hindu
conference was convened in Lahore in October 1909 with the object o f taking
measures to protect special interests of the Hindu community and to voice its
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particular grievances' . The conference urged upon different sections among
the Hindus to promote feelings of mutual brotherhood and to consolidate and
strengthen the sense of unity among them. The resolutions passed at the
conference broadly covered two sets of issues; First, it took up issues like the
use of Hindi and Sanskrit, the practice of Ayurvedic system of medicine, the
protection of cows and the need to write history of 'Hindu Period' with a view
to reinforcing cultural identity of the Hindus. The second set of resolutions
dealt with material concerns like the repeal of the Land Alienation Act of 1900,
more jobs for Hindus, and adequate' representation for them in Provincial
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and Imperial Council . The conference also resolved that an all India Hindu
body be set up to safeguard their interests. This resolution was reiterated in
all annual conferences organized by the Punjab Hindu Sabha subsequently.
The leadership of the Sabha was of the opinion that establishment of a broad
all India organisation similar to the Muslim League would provide added
strength to its politics of securing benefits in civil society at the local and
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provincial levels .
According to Indra Parkash, the official chronicler of the Hindu
Mahasabha, the Punjab Hindu Sabha provided inspiration for the founding of
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all India Hindu organization .It was as a sequel to a resolution passed at the
Punjab Hindu Conference held at Ambala in December 1913, that a meeting
of the Hindus was organized on the occasion of the Kumbh festival at Haridwar
in April 1915, in which the Hindu Mahasabha was founded. The formation of
Hindu Mahasabha was a logical outcome of the deveploment of a broad Hindu
communitarian consciousness which was fast taking roots in the Punjab and
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the U.P. in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries . At the initial
stages Hindu Mahasabha was virtually a north Indian provinial organization
linking Hindu movements in the Punjab and U.P. Many of its members owed
allegiance to the Punjab Hindu Sabha though the latter did not function as a
subordinate organization of the all India body. On issues of communitarian
interests the two organizations generally co-operated with each other.
A section of the middle classes who shared Hindu communitarian
consciousness developed a long term perspective with sufficient clarity to
make them realise that the British colonial rule in India was by its very character
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antithetical to the interests of the Indian People and had to be jointly opposed
by all sections of Indian population, including Muslims and Sikhs with the
object of gaining independence. It has been argued by some scholars that
the bitter opposition to the British rule by the Hindu middle classes at this
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juncture was dictated by their self interest . The governing perspective they
assume remained the same but a new militant tactic was adopted to promote
the sectional interests they had been pursuing earlier. The interpretation which
denies a shift in perspective and adoption of new strategic goals by a section
of the middle classes whose political behaviour was based on Hinducommunitarian consciousness actually amounts to a serious misreading of
the participation by a number of Hindus particularly Arya Samajists in the
national movement. Lala Lajpat Rai offers a fine example of this radicalized
communitarian perspective where Swaraj was conceptualized as the ultimative
objective without giving up sectional communitarian politics on issues of
immediate concern in civil society. It was, infact, possible for Lajpat Rai and
other Hindu middle class leaders who had developed a nationalist outlook of
posing a challange to the very existence of British colonial rule in India, to
work both in the Congress and communitarian organization. This also explains
the use of district branch offices of Congress in Punjab for carrying on the
activities of Hindu Sabha. It is, however, necessary to record here that some
middle class Hindus looked upon the Congress itself as only a larger platform
for serving sectional communitarian interests of the Hindus. Whenever the
activities of the Congress did not conform to the pattern of their sectional
communitarian politics they would go to the extent of boycotting its functions
and programmes.
The main thrust of Congress this time was to build up an anti-Imperialist
consciousness as a long term objectives. But at the same time, the Congress
took up issues like the larger representation of Indians in local and legislative
bodies, and greater employment opportunities for them in government jobs.
In other words, the immediate object of the Congress was to secure some
concessions for the Indians in the existing politico-administrative structure.
Thus, the Congress provided space to all those who, without giving up the
anti-Imperialist framework, believed in the politics of securing concessions as
a short term objective. The primary aspect of the politics of the Congress was
to pursue the nationalist goal of carrying on the united struggle against the
colonial rule and to enlist support for this purpose from all sections belonging
to different communities. That is why from its very inception the Congress
maintained a broad character and carried within its fold active members and
leaders who had also sometime pronounced communitarian leanings. The
Congress, however, always took care to project itself as a secular organization,
and the Muslims, in particular, were assured that by joining it their interests
would be protected. It is a fact that in Punjab the majority of its members
came from Hindu urban middle classes particularly belonging to Arya Samaj,
and some of them were even associated with Gau-Rakshini Sabha which
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took part in the cow slaughter riots of 1880s and 90s. But at this juncture an
overall perspective of the Congress in Punjab remained secular permitting
the unity of the Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs in the nationalist movement without
giving up the pursuit of sectional interests at local and provincial levels.
Many Hindu Congressmen were closely associated with the Mahasabha
since the distinction between the two organizations was quite vague for them
at that time. Simultaneous participation in a secular political organization and
in a religion - based body was possible because of their communitarian
nationalist perspective. They did not see these organizations as antagonistic
to each other. Neki Ram Sharma, Secretary, Hindu Mahasabha, once remarked
that it had not been created as a rival body to the Congess. He thought that
it would, on the other hand, facilitate the establishment of Swaraj and was,
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therefore, in tune with the aims and purposes of the Congress . Many of the
Hindu Congressmen who participated both in the Congress and the Hindu
Mahasabha believed that the former would work as the main political
organization, whereas the latter would deal with the social issues of Hindu
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society . In November 1921, at the special session of the All India Hindu.
Sabha Conference convened in Delhi for cow protection, a number of
resolutions were passed endorsing the Non-Co-operation programme
envisaging of the boycott of foreign goods, adoption of Swadeshi, HinduMuslim unity and giving up government jobs. Close association of the two
organizations at this stage is further evident from the fact that in December
1922 Hindu Mahasabha held its annual session at Gaya along with the
Congress session. In the UP. and Punjab as stated earlier, the offices of the
district Congress committees were often used at local levels for meetings of
Hindu Mahasabha. As regard the issue of Hindu-Muslim unity, the Hindu
Mahasabha had stated in very clear terms that 'one of its cardinal objects is
to promote good feeling between the Hindus and other communities with a
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view to evolving a united and self governing Indian nation . For achieving
this objective, the Hindu Mahasabha, however, emphasised the need of the
strong and unified Hindu Community. Madan Mohan Malaviya in his
presidential address at the Gaya session of the Mahasabha said that on the
question of the Hindu-Muslim unity he had come to the conclusion that "each
should feel the other was strong enough to ward off successfully unjust attacks
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by the other .
A section of the Hindus in Punjab associated with the Hindu Mahasabha
actively participated in the anti-imperialist movement launched by Gandhiji
during 1919-22. They also championed the cause of Hindu-Muslim unity which
they considered essential for any struggle against the Raj. This support to
the national movement from a growing number of Hindu communitarians should
not be viewed as a surprising phenomenon. The perspective of many middle
class Hindus whose thinking and sensibility had been cast in the mould of
religious communitarian consciousness was gradually transformed under the
impact of the growing strength of national movement. The earlier
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communitarian structure of their consciousness was completely ruptured and
they became active figures in the national movement being spearheaded by
the Congress and some of them even later on joined revolutionary - terrorist
movement led by Bhagat Singh and his associates.
However, a large number of those who belonged to the pioneer Hindu
organization, i.e. Punjab Hindu Sabha, remained unaffected by the nationalist
fervour. They did not participate in anti-Rowlatt Act Satyagraha and the NonCooperation Movement. These elements felt more concerned about the issues
on which they were competing with the Muslims than the larger question of
indpendence from British colonial rule. Because of this limited perspective,
they could not think of joining hands with the Muslims in any political action.
They stuck to the politics of building pressures on the British government for
safeguarding the sectional communitarian interests even when the general
environment around them carried a strong impress of the national movement.
The anti-imperialist programme of the Congress made very little impact on
persons like Raja Narendra Nath, an urban based landlord and the secretary
of Punjab Hindu Sabha, who contested the elections of Punjab Legislative
Council inspite of the boycott call given by the Congress. Narendra Nath
criticized the Congress for its indifferent attitude towards the Hindu interests'
and held the view that the Hindu-Muslim unity achieved in 1919-20 was
78
* superficial'. In 1920s these upper and middle class persons of Punjab Hindu
Sabha not only continued their role as colloborators of the Raj, but they started
moving towards a position which could be described as Hindu chauvinism.
Despite this growing Hindu solidarity in Punjab, there were deep
ideological differences in Hindu leadership at this stage. One trend was
represented by All India Hindu Mahasabha which was trying to assert its
position. At the Gaya session, the Mahasabha under the leadership of Madan
Mohan Malaviya, resolved to create a fellow feeling and unity among various
Hindu sections as well as other communities. Because of the affirmation of
communitarian nationalist perspective by the Hindu Mahasabha, many
Congress leaders in Punjab took active part in it. Prominent among these
leaders were Ruchi Ram Sahni, Rambhaj Datta, and Lala Lajpat Rai. Many of
these leaders later on joined the Swarajya Party in Punjab becuase of their
aradant spirit of nationalism which was stronger than their Hindu communitarian
proclivities. The lingering effects of earlier communitarian politics made them
think that going to the Legislative Council did not merely mean obstructing the
government work but also getting an opportunity to oppose men like Fazl-IHusain who, as I would discuss later, with the support of other Muslim members
and the bureaucracy was following what was perceived by them as antiHindu policy'. In other words, Hindu Mahasabha members of the Punjab
subscribed to that form of nationalism which still carried strong vestige of
communitarian politics of the earlier phase. Opposition to colonial rule was
there objective but it did not impel them to give up entirely the role of being
defenders of their community interest.

The other trend in Hindu communitarian politics found a clear articulation
through the Punjab Hindu Sabha which was now spearheading Hindu
chauvinistic political ideology. This placed the followers of the Punjab Hindu
Sabha in sharp contrast to those who were supporting the ideology of the
Hindu Mahasabha, although the members of the two Sabhas occasionally
shared common platform on some issues of communitarian interest. At the
time of its inception, as noted earlier, the Punjab Hindu Sabha was a broad
Hindu body projecting itself as champion of 'Hindu interests' in civil society
within the framework of a politics of pressure-building for wresting concessions
from the British regime. In the beginning many nationalist Hindus including a
large number of Arya Samajists could also find a place in it. But after some
years, its leadership fell into the hands of those upper and middle class Hindus
who did not favour participation in any movement against colonial rule which
aimed at involving the masses belonging to different religious communities.
This section led by Narendra Nath, Gokul Chand Narang, Gulshan Rai, etc.
formed a separate Hindu party in 1923 and named it Punjab Hindu Swuraksha
79
Sabha . The leadership of this party was of the view that if they adopted a
line of opposition to the British government, the latter would be forced to follow
a policy of'favouritism' towards the Muslims. This new Hindu body, because
of its narrow vision, did not support the anti-Imperialist movement led by the
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Congress . It continued to view the Muslim as the main opponents of the
Hindus. This narrow perspective did not appeal to many Hindus belonging to
the Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha. In other words a section of the
upper and middle class persons became Hinduized collaborators of the Raj.
The Hindu consciousness which emerged at this point through Punjab
Hindu Swuraksha Sabha was different from the earlier communitarian
nationalist consciousness in one important respect. It posited a Hindu identity
which was visualized not merely as a distinctive community in civil society but
as a nation by itself. Once this new consciousness of Hindu identity as a
nation had emerged the ideological perspective got radically changed, the
terrain of action also changed necessitating an altogether different kind of an
organizational set-up.This new mutation in Hindu consciousness was bound
to create obstructions in forging national unity among the people of India and
also put serious hurdles in participation by the Hindus in any anti-imperialist
struggle where the nation was defined in terms other than those of a Hindu
identity. The Hindu chauvinistic ideology left no scope for cooperation between
the Hindus and the Muslims on the basis of equality, trust and fraternal
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solidarity .
The concept of 'Hindu nationalism'was not acceptable to those Hindus
who shared communitarian-nationalist perspective. This difference at the
ideological level sharply manifested itself in the elections of 1923. The Punjab
Hindu Swuraksha Sabha (under a new name called Desh Sewak Party) took
part in the elections against the Swarajists, and those members of the Hindu
Maha Sabha who were contesting elections in collaboration with the Swarajists.
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On the eve of the elections the Swuraksha Sabha carried a virulent campaign
against the Swarajists and their allies saying that the latter would sacrifice the
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'Hindu Interests' while striving for Hindu-Muslim unity . On the other hand,
the members of the Punjab Swuraksha Sabha were described by their
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opponents as a 'band of opportunists', with vested interests . As far as the
election results were concerned, the Swarajists and their ailies secured an
edge over their opponents. They won all the three general (Hindu) seats of
the Indian Legislative Assembly from the Punjab. Moreover, they got nine out
of twenty general (Hindu) elected seats of the Punjab Legislative Council.
The Punjab Swuraksha Sabha could secure only five seats in the Council. Its
secretary, Gulshan Rai, and ideologue of Hindu nationalism' lost the election
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by a big margin . The Swarajists success indicated that so far the chauvinistic
communal ideology had not succeeded in invoking much favourable response
from the Hindu electorate. After 1923, Hindus of Punjab Swuraksha Sabha,
gradually shifted to Hindu Mahasabha. This shift was to an all India Hindu
organization was perhaps a calculated step on the part of the Hindu
communalists of the Swuraksha Sabha. They fully understood that an
organisation limited to Punjab could only be useful for protecting Hindu
interests within the framework of the politics of pressure-building for wresting
concessions. But once the 'Hindu nation' was perceived as their long term
objective, they were convinced that a national organizational set up was
necessary in order to champion the cause of nascent Hindutava which they
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stood for .
Ill
The introduction of Montagu-Chelmsford reform scheme in 1919 has
been rightly recognised as an important landmark in Indian politics. It brought
a qualitative change in the colonial structure and significantly increased the
peoples' participation in politics at provincial and local levels. Although MorleyMinto reforms of 1909 was a major constitutional change, it did not transfer
any real power to the elected members of the Legislative Council. The situation
however transformed with the introduction of dyarchy in provinces under the
Montagu-Chelmsford reforms. The latter proposed to transfer some
departments such as Local government, Agriculture, Education, etc. to the
control of ministers responsible to the Legislature. This obviously intensified
competition for power between different sections of elite and the council
chambers became battle ground 'between those who had access to transferred
subject and those who did not.' Under the new Act, the Legislative Council in
the Punjab consisted of 93 seats. These were divided into 71 elected and 22
nominated members. The elected seats included 32 Muslims, 20 Hindus, 12
Sikhs and 7 representing special interests. Out of 71 elected seats, more
than 75 percent were allocated as rural seats despite strong protests made
by urban middle classes in the province.The conditions for voting right were
considerably relaxed making more than 3% of total population in Punjab eligible
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to vote, and majority of them were rich peasants and retired soldiers . The
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new legislation ensured that the rich landlords who formed the main class of
collaborators of the Raj in Punjab were given large representation in the
Council. Since large number of seats were allocated to the rural Muslims in
the north west of Punjab, the rich Muslim landlords came to wield greater
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power than before in the newly created political structure . Yet the colonial
state retained balance of power in its hand through the nominated official and
non-official members who formed 30 per cent of total strength. In other words,
the success of a minister responsible to the legislature depended upon the
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support of both the rural Muslim members and the colonial state .
The first elections to the Punjab Legislative Council held in 1920 did
not evoke much response in view of Non-Cooperation and Khilafat Movement
launched by Mahatma Gandhi. The government appointed Fazl-i-Husain and
Harkishan Lai as Minister of Education and Agriculture respectively. Fazl-iHusain clearly under-stood that the composition of the Legislative Council
was such that only an alliance of collaborators drawn from different
communities could be successful in wielding power. He formed a rural bloc
with predominantly landlords and their followers among the Muslims, Hindus
and Sikhs. In 1923, this rural bloc was converted to a full-fledged party called
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'Punjab National Unionist Party' . The fact was that the Unionist party was a
platform of collaboratros drawn from different sections of society who were
pitted against the growing thrust of the national movement. Fazl-i-Husain
.besides his position as leader of the agriculturists, also projected himself as
the defender of 'Muslim interests'. He genuinely belived that the Muslims in
comparison with the Hindus formed a backward section in the province and
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they required a special attention of the government for upliftment . Apart
from Fazl-I-Husain, the other architect of this party was Chhotu Ram who has
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been described as secular person by number of his contemporaries . He did
not wish to be associated with Hindu Mahasabha in any form, but it is important
to note that he was an ardent believer of Arya Samaj and had supported the
cause of Shuddhi movement. His paper Jat Gazette many a time adopted anti
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Muslim position in local level disputes in South East Punjab . He considered
himself a strong protector of Hindu interests. Once Chhotu Ram wrote -: "I
always feel keenly resentful when an indignity or slight is offered to the Hindu
comunity as much as when the poltical rights of Hindus as a class is tempered
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with" . His criticism of Hindu Mahasabha was influenced by his belief that
the primary object of this Hindu body was to protect the interest of urban
Hindus and not other sections of the community. But he too an almost identical
position with Hindu Mahasabha when he strongly criticized Communal Award
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as 'anti-Hindu' in content . Yet Chhotu Ram firmly believed in maintaining
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close relations with the Muslims . A more closer look at the ideology and
activities of the Unionist party reveals that it was not a secular body but was a
loose alliance of upper and middle class communitarian collaborators having
common economic objective with a rural bias. This unity of communitarian
collaborators was really quite fragile as it easily succumbed to communal
pressures when communitarian consciousness got transformed in a big way
25

to communal chauvinism at the time of partition.
The working of Fazl-I-Husain as Minister came under severe Griticism
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from different quarters . Undoubtedly many of the policy measures initiated
by Fazl-I-Husain as a minister benefitted the Muslims. He stopped grant-inaid to non-Muslim institutions and transferred the same to new Muslim
institutions on the ground that his policy was to assist and encourage backward
areas and backward classes. Further, in the matter of admission to Lahore
Medical College, Fazl-I-Husain distributed the seats for the Muslims, Hindus
and Sikhs in the ratio of 40, 40, 20 percent respectively, which did benefit the
Muslims. During the first two years of his ministership, the number of Muslim
students increased by 42.3 per cent whereas the increase of Hindu students
was 19.6 per cent. In making appointments in government jobs too, Fazl-IHusain favoured educated Muslims which is evident from the increase in the
number of the Muslims in education and medical services in 1921.
Furthermore, his policy to reconstitute municipal committees through the
Muncipal Amendment Act of 1923 was also viewed by many Hindus as a
deliberate attempt to weaken their position. Under the new Act, the number
of seats for the Hindus was not reduced, but their position was indirectly
weakened on account of the extra seats given to the Muslims. This obviously
changed the balance of power in some important municipalities including that
of Lahore. All these policies invited strong criticism from some of the leading
Hindus and Sikhs. In the Punjab Legislative Council Narendra Nath
representing the Hindu bloc moved a motion for a cut in the salary of Fazl-I97
Husain as a mark of protest against his policies favouring Muslims . But the
motion was defeated because all Muslims along with official bloc opposed it.
The Tribune also made strong criticism of Fazl-I-Husain's policies and saw in
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them the 'domination of Muslims.'
The 1920s also witnessed the rise of Hindu-Muslim tension which many
a time errupted into communal strife on issues generally associated with the
daily life of the people. It is of course difficult to establish any direct link of the
riots with Fazl-I-Husain's ministerial activities but it is definite that some of the
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measures taken by him did have polarizing effect on communal relations .
The Punjab government was .however, of the view that the press in the
province played a vital role in fomenting communal antagonism which often
flared up in riots on issues like music before mosque, cow slaughter, etc. It
has also been rightly contended that the movements like Shuddhi and
Sangthan among Hindus, and Tabligh and Tanzim among the Muslims, which
gained strength during the 20s in Punjab, proved instrumental in accentuating
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Hindu-Muslim tension at social level . Among the Hindus in the Punjab,
many notable Congressmen were engaged in the activities of Shuddhi despite
strong reservation expressed against it by some all India Congress leaders.
Swami Shraddhanand justified the expansion of Sangthan arguing that a unified
Hindu community was essential for maintaining peaceful relations with the
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Muslims. He also tried to dispel the fears of the Muslims by saying that the
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Sangthan was not aimed against them. But, in fact, Shuddhi and Sangthan
were increasingly being viewed by many Hindus in the Punjab as powerful
symbols of Hindu communitarian consciousness of this phase when it was
acquiring chauvinistic commual overtones and Hindu identity was being
projected as a 'nation'. The growing Hindu solidarity was also witnessed when
large amount of donations poured in from different parts of the country to help
the Hindu victims of the riots. The champions of Hindu cause had also
expressed their deep sympathy with those Hindus who suffered at the hands
of Muslim Moplahas in Malabar. They almost took no notice of economic
antagonism which formed the basic cause of tension between Muslim peasants
and Hindu landlords in Malabar. All this indicates that the desire to strengthen
the unity of the Hindus in a militant and anti-Muslim platform started gaining
ground in the Punjab during the early 1920s.
At the same time, the Hindus and Sikhs organized meetings to protests
against the policies of Fazl-I-Husain with the object to highlight as to how
these policies were detarmental to their interests. Their strong feeling was
that separate communal electrorate needed to be replaced by joint electrorate
as this alone would work as a check on persons like Fazl-I-Husain from taking
those measures which could be detrimental to the interests of minorities in
Punjab. But Fazl-I-Husain was firm in his belief that 'dominance* in the
Legislative Council was essential in the interest of the Muslim community. It
was at his initiative that the Muslim League at its session held in Lahore in
1924 resolved that separate communal electrorate with reservation of seats
for Muslim majority in the provinces of Bengal and Punjab be retained. This
was severely criticised by a large section of Hindu leadership and the press
including The Tribune. They also apprehended that the Congress and
Mahatma Gandhi might reach an agreement with the Muslim League ignoring
their interests in Punjab. They were highly sceptical about the outcome of the
unity conference organized by the Congress to diffuse the increasing
communal tension. More over their grievance was that Gandhi did not properly
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take up the cause of Hindu victims of riot at Kohat in 1924 . Yet the Hindu
leadership with communitarian-nationalist perspective continued to maintain
their association with Congress. They did not wish to take any step which
could undermine its image as a national organisation. Lala Lajpat Rai who
headed this section of Hindu leadership firmly believed that Hindu Maha-sabha
should confine its activities to strengthen the Hindu community in the society,
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and the domain of politics be left to Congress . He also criticized those
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persons who visualised establishing 'Hindu Raj' or 'Muslim Raj' in the country.
His clear conviction was that a joint struggle of Hindus, Muslims and other
communities against the British rule was the need of the time. He was also
critical of those Hindu elements who were not in favour of joining the national
movement and preferred to align themselves with the government to gain
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certain concessions . At the same time, Lajpat Rai was convinced that it
was essential to oppose Fazl-I-Husain's policies and to fight against the
statutory majority of the Muslims in the Council. It was in pursuance of this
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object that he demanded the partition of Punjab in two parts i.e. Muslim majority
area and Hindu-Sikh majority area. This however, does not mean that Lajpat
Rai favoured the creation of Muslim India and a non-Muslim India as argued
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by some scholars .
The fear of Muslim dominance in the Punjab also worked as factor in
straining the relations between Hindu Mahasabha and Swarajya party. At
the time of the formation of Swarajya party, as mentioned earlier Hindus with
communitarian-nationalist perspective joined it and won number of seats as
Swarajists in 1923 elections. They also did not find anything objectionable in
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its programme which primarily meant obstruction in the working of Councils .
But the Swarajist's concern to win over the Muslims caused some suspicion
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among the urban Hindus in Punjab . Moreover, there was rethinking on the
programme of obstruction which entailed frequent 'walk outs' from the Council
to disrupt the proceedings of the House. As a matter of fact, their own
experience of business transactions in the Punjab Legislative Council revealed
that in the absence of formidable opposition there, it was quite convenient for
the government and Fazl-I-Husain to get anything approved with the support
of Muslims, rural Hindus and the official bloc. Therefore, a section of Hindu
Swarajists did not consider it appropriate to continue with obstructionist policy.
Later Lajpat Rai used this as an argument for his resignation from the Swarajya
Party. Of course Lajpat Rai shared Moti Lai Nehru's perspective of not
accepting any office but many Hindu Mahasabhaites with conservative outlook
were lured by the advantage of holding ministerial posts. Therefore, they
supported those Swarajists, who were moving towards 'responsive
cooperation'. Eventually Lajpat Rai and Madan Mohan Malaviya decided to
constitute Independent Congress Party with the support of other responsive
cooperationists like N.C. Kelkar, M.R. Jayakar and B.S. Moonje.
This party contested elections in 1926 against the Swarajists and
defeated them at number of seats. In Punjab, the Swarajists could win only 2
seats where as Independent Congress Party scured 9 seats. It is important
to note that some Swarajists in Punjab tried to erase their pro-muslim label
and projected themselves also as defenders of 'Hindu interests' with a view to
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winning over the Hindu urban middle class electorate . Yet Swarajists like
Satya Pal and Duni Chand distinguished themselves as secular nationalists
110
and dubbed their opponents as 'communalists' . As a matter of fact there
was not much difference between the two parties as both intended to capitalise
by speaking against the 'Muslim dominance' in Punjab politics. The Swarajya
party at the same time did not make efforts to strengthen its position in the
countryside and among the Muslims. Like 1923, this time too, no Muslim
contested elections on Swarajya Party ticket and for all practical purposes it
was perceived as body of Hindu middle classes. An important feature of this
election unlike 1923 was that the Hindus with communitarian nationalist
perspective and the Hindu communitarian collaborators or communalists sided
with each other against the swarajya party despite basic differences in their
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perceptions as mentioned earlier. The issue that temporarily brought them
together was the overt threat of Muslim domination which loomed large in
their mind. Narendra Nath described it as victory of moderats against the
extremists of Swarajya party. Hailey, the Governor of Punjab, agreed with
Narendra Nath and appointed his nominee, Manohar Lai as a Minister with
the hope that this would strengthen the position of Hindu moderates against
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the nationalists in Punjab . But this did not happen since the ideological
differences between the Hindus with communitarian-nationalist perspective
and the communalists again came to the surface soon.
In November 1927, the Secretary of State for India announced the
appointment of Simon Commission to examine the working of dyarchy and to
recommend further constitutional changes. But the exclusion of Indians from
the Commission was strongly criticized by the leading political organisations
and press. The Congress at Madras Session in 1927 resolved to boycott it as
this all white Commission was deemed adding 'insult to injury.' The Muslim
League as well as Hindu Mahasabha also adopted similar approach towards
the Commission. But Punjab branches of the League and Mahasabha were
divided on this issue. The Punjab Muslim League under the leadership of
Mohammad Shafi resolved to cooperate with the Commission with the
ostensible object to place the case of Muslims of Punjab in a proper perspective
before the Commission. In a similar manner, Narendra Nath and Bhai
Parmanand of erstwhile Punjab Hindu Sabha with communal ideological
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leanings decided in favour of providing all cooperation to the Commission.
But Lajpat Rai led a powerful campaign against the Commission since it was
seen as a national humiliation. He was critical of the other group of Hindu
leaders who decided to cooperate with the Commission. They were told that
this pro-government stance would not bring a change in pro-Muslim attitude
of British government in Punjab which was actually guided by its imperialist
interests. As is well known, Lala Lajpat Rai while leading a mass demonstration
against the Commission was brutally assaulted by the police and he later
sucumbed to his injuries. Before his death Lala Lajpat Rai and his associates
in Hindu Mahasabha decided to support All Parties Conference which proposed
*

to draft a swaraj constitution for India. Their favourable attitude towards the
All Parties conference was in accordance with their own communitariannationalist perspective. Apart from this their purpose was also to prevent the
Congress from accepting the demands of Muslims.
It is well recognised that the Hindu Mahasabha effectively intervened
in the preparation of final recommendations of the Nehru Committee and it
was under the pressure of Mahasabhaits that the committee recommended
that there would be joint electorate with no reservation of seats for the majority
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community in the provinces of Bengal and Punjab . Jawaharlal justified this
recommendation saying that 'safeguards were provided for contingencies to
114
protect cultural and educational matters of different communities . There
are two significant aspects here. First it was not the Hindu Mahasabha alone
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which influenced the decision but the persons within Congress who held
communitarian-nationalist perspective also played and important role. Secondly
at this juncture in the Hindu Mahasabha the ideological differences between
communitarian nationalists and the believers of Hindu nationalism became
more sharp. It is quite evident that communitarian-nationalists were always
willing to go along with secular nationalists against the colonial rule. But they
also possessed a clear tendency of sliding back to communalism as and when
contingency arose.
IV
The chances of unison between the Hindu communitarian nationalists and
communalists again became strong when in early 30s the issue of communal
representation was seriously raised at various levels by the British government
. In the mean time efforts were made to seccularise the society by some section
of the people outside the congress like Naujawan Bharat Sabha which was a
revolutionary-terrorist organisation. Its chief ideologue and activist Bhagat
Singh found it necessary to write a piece justifying his commitment to atheism
and he was consistently critical of communal politics which he clearly
recognised would weaken the forces of anti-imperialist struggle. Similarly,
Kirti Kisan Party under the leadership of Sohan Singh Josh and some other
marxists was opposed to taking up any issue which had communal
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overtones.
This organisation in its programme underlined that class and
not community was the primary social formation in the modern Indian society.
However, the activities of these two radical organisations were largely confined
to the districts of Central Punjab and their total rejection of the community as
basis of political activity looked abstract to a large section of people whose
daily life was intertwined with the community consciousness. Nevertheless,
their endeavour to promote secular nationalism was an important attempt to
check the growing communal hatred and violence in the society and politics
of Punjab. In 1930, Mahatma Gandhi launched a larger and more powerful
movement in Punjab in the form of Civil Disobedience Movement which aimed
at achieving complete independence for the Indian people. In Punjab, Congress
almost failed to mobilize peasants and the Muslims and their participation in
the Movement was limited. Among the Hindus, lower and middle class persons,
having secular or communitarian nationalist perspective took active part in it.
But an important section of the Hindu communalists like Bhai Parmanand
decided to collaborate with the Raj. Thus, it reveals that the Hinduized
collaborators remained interested in short term gains, while the secular and
communitarian nationalists Hindus took part in the struggle against the colonial
rule. But all those nationalist activities got disrupted when the government
came out with Communal Award.
The politics in the Punjab underwent a major transformation following
the announcement of the Award. When the Minorities Committee which was
constituted to resolve the communal question at the Second Round Table
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Conference, failed to achieve its objective, the British government was
authorised to recommend its own scheme. The Communal Award announced
in August 1932 retained the principle of separate communal electorate on the
ground of protecting the interests of the minorities. It also provided statutory
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majority to the Muslims in the Legislative Council of Punjab and Bengal . In
the Punjab, the Muslims formed 56.5 per cent of the population and the seats
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given to them in the legislature were approximately 51 per cent . There is
sufficient evidence to establish that the British government prepared this
scheme primarily to use it as a ploy to weaken the Civil Disobedience
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Movement which Gandhi had resumed in early 1932 . Actually the forces of
communitarian-nationalism which, as stated earlier, entailed unity of people
of different communities against the colonial rule were gaining considerable
strength under the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi. This was obviously
perceived as a growing challenge by the British government to its authority in
India. In such conditions, they chose a weapon which would increase the
sectional rivalaries between different communities. The Award in Punjab
was seen by the communitarian Hindus, both communalists and noncommunalists, as a 'pro-Muslim' measure. But it was welcomed by large section
of Muslims. In particular, it was especially considered as a major achievement
of All India Muslim Conference which under the leadership of Fazl-I-Husain
largely mobilised the official opinion for providing statutory majority to the
Muslims in Punjab and Bengal with separate communal electorate.
The Congress was critical of the Award in national interests. But it did
not take any categorical position on this issue. Its working committee resolved
that it could neither reject nor accept the Award due to sharp division of the
opinion among different communities of India. In the Punjab, although
Provincial Congress Committee echoed the position taken by the AICC, there
was strong resentment against the Award, mainly among the urban Hindus
and Sikhs. A number of conferences were organized to denounce the
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communal Award . The speakers at such conferences included a large
number of Hindu Congressmen also. The Hindu Mahasabha and its branch
in the Punjab condemned the Award saying that it was against the interests
of Hindus. Gokul Chand Narang, a Hindu Mahasabha leader also opposed
the Poona Pact which had suggested reservation of 8 seats in Punjab for
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Scheduled Castes out of the total Hindu seats given by the Award . Malaviya
and his allies were critical of Congress since it had directed its members not
to vote against the Award in the legislatures and abstain from making
representation against the British government. The division in the Congress
on the issue of Award became more sharp when Madan Mohan Malaviya
decided to constitute Congress National Party to oppose the Congress (or
Swaraj Party) candidates in the forthcoming elections of Indian Legislative
Assembly. In Punjab, Gopi Chand Bhargava and his other colleagues who
had earlier developed communitarian-nationalist perspective, sliding back into
the politics of communitarian sectional interest joined Congress Nationalist
Party of Madan Mohan Malaviya. In the elections held in 1934, Congress
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Nationalist Party won three out of four seats in the Punjab. It is important to
note that Punjab Hindu Sabha which included persons like Narendra Nath
and Bhai Parmanand also announced their support to the candidates of
Congress Nationalist Party as a part of their programme to oppose Congress
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and its stand on the Award . In other words, both Hindu-communitarian
nationalists and communalists joined hands to defeat the Congress candidates
having secular orientation. The election results clearly revealed that a
Hinduized consciousness was building up in the Punjab and it included large
sections of the communalists and the communitarian nationalists.
Yet the Hindus in the Punjab did not act as a homogeneous community
in the provincial elections held under the Indian Government Act of 1935. The
Congress rejected the Act in its entirety. But it decided to contest the elections
in the provinces 'in order to combat it from inside and outside the legislatures
and render it in operative.' The Congress Party's manifesto which was
prepared by Jawaharlal Nehru underlined its commitment to the goal of
achieving complete independence and promised radical economic measures
including land reforms for peasants and tenants. Actually, the elections
provided a solid opportunity to the nationalist leadership through their rallies,
pamphlets etc. to erode the colonial hegemony and to counter the ideology of
collaboration with the Raj propounded by vested interests. The election tours
of Jawaharlal Nehru inthe Punjab proved helpful in building up the image of
Congress Party and in strengthening the influence of nationalism. But the
Congress continued to be swayed by the pressures of local problems and
rivalaries. In the Punjab, popular urban Hindu opinion was opposed to the
position which Congress had taken on the issue of Communal Award. Even
the secular nationalists like Satyapal conveyed to the national level Congress
leadership that there was a strong need to take pro-Hindu position on the
Award, failing which the Congress would not be able to win seats in the
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forthcoming elections . There was much relief in the Congress camp in the
Punjab when Jawaharlal Nehru in his letter sent to the Bengal Provincial
Congress Committee conveyed that 'when the Lucknow Congress rejected
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the new constitution; ipso facto it rejected the communal decision.'
This
also pacified the Hindu communitarian nationalists headed by Gopi chand
Bhargava who had earlier joined the Congress Nationalist Party due to the
differences with the Congress on the Award issue. Now, they again returned
to the Congress fold and took active part in elections held in early 1937. The
election campaign of the Party clearly revealed that it was committed to India's
independence and also stood for the rejection of the Award. This was in
consonance with the position which the communitarian-nationalists had been
taking.
In Hindu constituencies, the Congress faced main opposition from
Hindu Election Board, an off-shoot of Hindu Mahasabha which at the national
level did not yet form a powerful political party. Actually Hindu Election Board
in the province comprised of different upper class Hindus who were basically
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opposed to the national movement and were active collaborators. Their
opposition to the Congress had become more fierce after Jawaharlal Nehru
in his election tour of the Punjab talked of radical measures including land
reforms for the tenants. It was the conservative Hindus, who voted for the
candidates of Hindu Election Board since the latter had followed pronounced
anti-Muslim approach and was committed to protect the interests of dominant
classes. In the south-east Punjab, the Unionist Party, as stated earlier, under
the leadership of Chhotu Ram continued to maintained into hold over the
peasantry in the country-side by highlighting the difference between the
agriculturists and non-agriculturists. The Congress, on the other hand, failed
to muster support from the rural masses because of the politics which it had
so for followed in favour of urban traders and money lenders. The Board
(later called as National Progressive Party) won 11 seats in all which included
9 rural Hindu seats largely in West of the Punjab. The Congress won total 18
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seats which included 7 out of 8 urban Hindu seats contested by it . On the
whole, the election results of 1937, showed that the Congress was more or
less strong only in those parts of the central and south-East Punjab where
Hindu middle classes possessing ideas of secular nationalism and
communitarian nationalism carried influence.
The Unionist Party which won majority of seats in the elections formed
the ministry under the leadership of Sikander Hayat Khan. Besides, three
ministers of his party, he included in his cabinet Manohar Lai and Sunder
Singh Majithia of Hindu Election Board and Khalsa National Party respectively.
Sikander Hayat Khan justified the induction of the non-Unionists on the ground
that in this way representation was being provided to the minorities, namely
the Hindus and Sikhs. The formation of the ministry as such actually revealed
that it was an alliance of the representatives of upper classes from different
religious communities who were also communitarian-collaborators. The
inclusion of Manohar Lai who represented the urban Hindu interests apparently
went against the proclaimed creed of the Unionist Party under which the
urbanites were projected as the real opponents of the agriculturists in society.
One of the declared objectives of Sikandar Hayat was to strengthen
the position of his government by highlighting its secular credentials. A unity
Conference was convened to resolve those issues which often caused
communal tension in the society. Despite this, the main thrust of the policies
and the administrative decisions taken by him gradually created an impression
that he was pro-Muslim in practice. His pact with Jinnah signed in October
1937 gave sufficient ground to his critics to attack him as an ally of the Muslim
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League which was a communal party . The agreement laid down that the
Muslim Unionists would become members of the League, and in return, the
latter promised not to interfere in the internal affairs of the Province. Gopi
Chand Bhargava used this Pact to attack their opponent body i.e. Hindu
Election Board for being an ally of the Unionist government which under the
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changed circumstances had become an appendage to Muslim League .
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There was some discomfort within the Hindu Election Board too. Its member
Gokul chand Narang decided to quit treasury benches as a mark of protest.
There was also bitter criticism of Sikander Hayat Khan when he decided to
reserve 50 percent government jobs for the Muslims. The resentment against
the Unionist government further increased when it passed three agrarian bills,
popularly known as Golden Acts. But these measures adversely affected the
moneylending class and there was criticism of the same both within the
legislature and outside. The press, in particular, The Tribune, described these
bills as pro-Muslim since these would benefit the Muslims who formed large
section of agriculturists in the Province. Barring Manohar Lai, the other
members of the Hindu Election Board decided to dissociate themselves from
the government on the issue of the agrarian bills which were perceived as anti
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moneylenders measures .
The Congress leadership in the province could not reject these bills
outrightly because the party at the national level was committed to improve
the conditions of the peasantry. Yet, there was strong criticism of these
measures by different sections of congressmen. Satyapal did not agree with
those who described the bills as 'pro-Muslim' but he attacked the Unionist
government saying that it was not taking adequate measures to give relief to
the poor peasants and tenants. Gopi Chand Bhargava and some of his
associates opposed the measures for a different reason. They looked upon
the Bills from the Hindu communitarian perspective and were compelled to
act as the protectors of the sectional interests of Hindu urban traders and
moneylenders. As a matter of fact, outside the legislature, the members of
the Hindu Election Board and some Hindu Congressmen with communitarian
nationalist perspective attacked the bills almost in the same language
characterising them as anti-Hindu measures. Gopi Chand Bhargava went to
the extent of suggesting that Congressmen as individuals they were free to
join the Non-Agriculturist Association formed by Gokul Chand Narang to
oppose the agrarian bills. The position taken by such Congressmen with
Hinduized consciousness indeed alienated a section of Muslims with in the
provincial Congress. Mohammad Alam, the deputy Congress leader inthe
Assembly decided to resign saying that the Congress in the Punjab was no
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better than the Hindu Mahasabha.
The position and perspective of the Hindus in the Punjab including
those of Congressmen changed considerably when in 1940 the Muslim League
came out with the demand of Pakistan, envisaging the inclusion of Punjab
and other Muslim majority areas . This demand, as is well known, was based
on two nation theory visualising Hindu and Muslim communities as distinct
'nations'. Sofar, the politics of the Muslim leaders was largely guided by the
perspective of asking for the safeguards for the Muslims as a minority
community in Indian society. Inthe early stages of national movement this
status of Muslims as a minority within the Indian nation was well recognised
by all nationalists including the Hindus. The popular nationalist thinking was
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that the Muslims being in minority, the majority community needed to display
emotional generosity and understanding towards this community. It was on
the basis of the framework recognising majority-minority components that the
Lucknow Pact had been signed by the Congress in 1916 in order to create
greater harmony and trust within the Indian nation. Mahatma Gandhi actively
worked for achieving communal harmony and it was with this object that he
decided to support the Muslim minority in their struggle to protect their religious
issue of Khilafat. Almost the entire Congress including those who worked
from a distinctively communitarian perspective accepted Gandhian approach.
But the situation underwent a significant shift with the partial transfer of power
to the Indians under dyarchy in 1919, particularly in the Muslim majority
provinces, which made the Gandhian prespective of trust and cooperation
through respect for minority interests much more difficult as has been discussed
earlier in this paper.
As a consequence of the difficulties created by the MontaguChelmsford reforms, two different strands had developed within the Congress
in 1930s for resolving the problems relating to the communal representation.
Mahatma Gandhi continued his deep faith in communitarian nationalist
perspective which entailed an amicable solution of the problem among the
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leaders of different communities in the national interest . But Jawaharlal
Nehru on the other hand, took a position which has been described as 'secular
nationalism'. He outrightly rejected the notion of Hindus and Muslims as
communities and considered the Indian nation as a prime reality. According
to him, the real problems for the common people were economic, which needed
to be resolved. He was critical of all those who claimed to represent the
interests of their respective communities and described their activities as
reactionary and motivated by vested interests. Of course, as a part of his faith
in the democratic values, he continued to believe in according special minority
rights to the Muslims in the spheres of socio-religious belief, but these
safeguards could not be extended to the domain of politics. Therefore,
Jawaharlal in his presidential address stressed that no more pacts or
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agreements be made with the representatives of communal organisations .
Rather, as stated earlier, he decided to go direcly to the Muslim masses with
a secular programme m 1937. Since this programme was perceived as a
serious threat to the very survival of the League, Jinnah from now onwards,
not only dubbed Congress as a 'Hindu' body but actively encouraged
conservative and fundamentalist forces strengthening the Muslim identity in
the name of religion. In this manner, a process was initiated for treating the
Muslims as a separate nation, which of course would ultimately crystalise in
the demand of Pakistan. It is also noteworthy that the Hindu Mahasabha also
in its session of 1937 under the presidentship of V.D. Savarkar changed its
constitution and was now totally committed to work for the establishment of
131
'Hindu Rashtra' . Since communal programme of both the Muslims League
and Hindu Mahasabha were viewed as inconsistent with the national interests,
the Congress as stated earler put a ban on the members of these two bodies
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to join or remain associated with its organization . It has however been
contended that the Congress continued to provide some space to a section of
Hinduized persons in its organization. Actually the Hindus with communitarian
nationalist perspective did remain associated with the Congress in muslim
majority provinces including Punjab. When the idea of Pakistan started gripping
the imagination of Muslim masses, many of these Hinduized Congressmen
began to feel that a unified nation was now merely a myth and the Gandhian
approach of communal harmony looked 'Utopian' at that stage. Despite this,
the Congress as an organisation still remained committed to the establishment
of a free and secular nation. In 1942 Mahatma Gandhi launched the Quiet
India Movement which again activated nationalist movement in the province
and brought back partially the atmosphere of the days of Civil Disobedience
Movement. The movement gained strength largly in urban communities of
central and south east Punjab. Since in Punjab Congress did not have a
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large social base in the Muslim community , this Gandhian movement
remained limited to secular and communitarian nationalists.
It is well recognised that the forces of communalism in one community
feed its counterpart in other communities. This is what exactly happened in
the Punjab when Muslim League under the leadership of Jinnah endeavoured
to expand its social base by invoking the unity of Islamic people as a separate
nation. The Muslim League as is well known, before 1940 in this province
was a weak organisation with its social base largely confined to urban middle
classes. This weakness was clearly revealed in the election results of 1937
when it could just manage to win 2 out of 86 Muslim seats. Jinnah was
disturbed with this dismal performance of the League. He felt a strong need
to bolster its claim as the sole political organisation of the Muslims. And for
this purpose special attention was given to Punjab, being an important Muslim
majority province. But, his earlier experience convinced him that it was difficult
to destablise Muslim Unionist leadership who had strong following in the west
Punjab. Under the prevailing conditions, Jinnah thought the best course was
to arrive at an aggrement with Muslim communitarian collaborators of the
Unionist Party. Therefore, as stated earlier, he signed a pact with Sikander
Hayat Khan which indeed proved beneficial to the League.
After 1942 Jinnah's Muslim League had gained considerable weight in
Indian politics and this made him confident to directly intervene in Punjab
after the death of Sikander Hayat Khan. He activated the Muslim League in
the Province and the new premier Khizar Hayat Khan found it quite difficult to
keep control over the Muslim associates in Unionist Party and the Muslim
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masses loyal to his Party . Actually the idea of a unified Islamic community
aspiring to be an independent separate nation slowly gripped the imagination
of the Muslims particularly in the western parts of Punjab where Congress
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had failed to spread its ideology of Indian nationalism . This led to the
weakening and eventual disintegration of the Unionist Party's structure based
as it was on the limited perspective of collaboration with the British
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government and the support it had been drawing from the Pirs and through
tribal ties under this perspective. In such conditions the strength of the Muslim
League sharply increased. This became quite evident in the elections of
1946 when the League won 73 out of 86 Muslim seats in the Punjab.
The expansion of the Muslim League was perceived as a major threat
by a large section of the Hindus who in the context of triumphant assertion of
Muslim communalism tended to wear round to a Hindu communalist
perspective positing the idea of community as a nation. Communal volunteer
bodies were strengthened fearing the other community as an enemy. The
strength of RSS increased in Punjab from 14,000 to about 46,000 in early
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1946 . The Congress leadership soon realised that it was unable to check
the growth of Muslim communalism. In such conditions, some Congressmen
with Hinduized consciousness tended to move towards communalism viewing
Muslims as an enemy. Because of an inherent weakness of communitarian
nationalist perspective, a tendency to slide to a communal chauvinist position
now became visible in a large number of Hindu Congressmen. This created
possibilities of active collaboration of these Congressmen with the Hindu
militants of RSS in building a combined force against the Muslims. As soon
as the Congress leadership at the national level came to know about this
collaboration, it wrote to the Punjab Congress Committee not to allow the
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RSS workers to participate in its activities . But the fact remains that common
people among the Hindus, could not see any difference between the Congress
and RSS because of close proximity which existed in the position taken by
both vis-a-vis the Muslims.
After 1942, apart from the growing proximity of the position taken by
the communitarian nationalists within the Congress and that of the
communalists in their response to two nation theory, another notable
development was the gradual movement of the conservative Hindus and
erstwhile Hindu communitarian collaborators towards the Congress. This
happened because the radical content in the anti-imperialist struggle being
spearheaded by the Congress against the British had considerably declined
after Quit India Movement. Under the changed conditions, the negotiations
with the British rulers or transfer of power became the main programme of
Congress. Within the party, there was a growing influence of the right wing,
and some Congress leaders under the fear of popular upsurge in the postSecond World War period became committed to the path of negotiations and
137
compromise . In Punjab, the conservatives felt more secure since Jawaharlal
Nehru's socialist programme for which he vigorously campaigned in 1930s
was not at present the primary agenda of the Congress. They, as mentioned
earlier felt threatened when Jawaharlal Nehru had suggested socialist
measures like land reforms in order to provide relief to the poor peasants and
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tenants . It was largely because of this reason that these conservatives had
voted for the Hindu Election Board and not for the Congress in the previous
election of 1937. In the changed circumastances, when right wing was gaining
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ascendency within Congress and the Congress Socialists had been pushed
into the background, these conservatives overcame their earlier antipathy
towards the Congress and came over to its fold in a large number. The election
results of 1946 confirmed this change in the attitude of conservatives to the
Congress. Large number of seats which had gone to the Hindu Election
Board in 1937, because of the support from conservatives, now were secured
by the Congress with comfortable majority. This shift of the conservatives to
the Congress became clearly visible in the election results in a landholders'
constituency which primarily represented rich landlord interests. In 1937, this
seat went to Narendra Nath as a candidate of the Hindu Election Board but in
1946 the Congress candidate won it comfortably. This entry of conservative
Hindus in the Congress further provided strength to Hinduized Congressmen
within the Party.
In South East Punjab, the decline of the Unionist party after the death
of Chhotu Ram in 1945 resulted in shifting of the Hindu communitarian
collaborators in large number to the Congress. It is on the strength of this
segment of supporters that the Congress in this region won 10 out of 11 rural
seats while they had just got only one seat in 1937 elections. This shift in the
attitude of the erstwhile Unionists to the Congress confirms the point that
Unionist Party's emphasis on antoagonism between agriculturists and nonagriculturists was only a ploy used in politics for providing legitimacy to its
policy of collaboration with the colonial state and opposition to the Congress.
In the context of the enunciation of the two nation theory, an alliance of Hindu
and Muslim collaborators was not feasible any more. In such a situation, the
followers of the Unionist party in the South East Punjab looked towards the
Congress (which was so far seen as a party of Banias) as a national
organisation which alone could safeguard their interest against the impeding
threat of Pakistan.
It is important to mention here that among the rural Hindus of South
East Punjab, Hinduized consciousness was growing at a faster rate under the
influence of Arya Samaj after the turn of the twentieth century. Actually the
roots of communal streak in the communitarian consciousness of the rural
masses could be traced back to the Shuddhi and cow protection movement
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which were being spearheaded by activists of Arya Samaj . The tension
and mistrust created by such programmes had on many occasions led to the
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flaring up of communal riots in 30s and early 40s in this region . The after
effects of these riots which were actually a manifestation of the politics of
rivalry among religious groups at local levels contributed in a decisive manner
in the growth of communal consciousness both among Muslims and Hindus
in this region. It is only because of this reason that large scale violence was
wittnessed in some rural areas in south east Punjab of the eve of partition. It
may look paradoxical and strange that this growth of communal consciousness
among the erstwhile supporters of the Unionist party should make them think
of extending support to Congress. But the image which Congress projected
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in the post 1942 phase would not look very alien to persons with Hinduized
consciousness and they could easily consort with those Congressmen who
themselves were considerably Hinduized under the growing threat of Pakistan.
Thus, by 1947 in Punjab, barring a small section of secular Congressmen
this national organisation was by and large was reduced to 'Hindu body'.
The Provincial Congress Committee was opposed to the partition. But
the basic position of the local Congress leadership was that if the demand of
Pakistan was accepted, their endeavour would be to ensure the division of
the province to safeguard the interest of the Hindus and Sikhs. When
communal violence erupted in Punjab in this region at large scale, the PPCC
merely passed resolution to maintain communal harmony. Actually a large
section of congress leadership unlike Gandhi who had personally gone to
Noakhali to restore communal harmony, did not make any serious efforts to
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check escalation of violence . But more significant was that a number of
Hindu local Congressmen in collaboration with Hindu Mahasabhites and RSS
workers took an out right communal position vis-a-vis the Muslims in the riots.
Actually they became communalists to such a degree that the difference
between them and the RSS workers was considerably blurred and
142
obliterated . It is unfortunate that in the case of a Party which had been the
chief instrument for waging the anti-imperialist struggle in the country and
giving a momentous force to the national movement which eventually led to
the achievment of independence, the thinking and practice of a large number
of its members including provincial level leadership should get contaminated
by the virus of communalism. It resulted in a considerable weakening of the
resistance mounted by the Congress as a whole at the national level against
the separatist forces pushing the country towards partition.

I am deeply grateful to Professor O.P. Grewal whose discussions with
me on this subject have been helpful in developing the central argument of
this paper. I would also like to thank Professor Sunita Pathania and Dr.Sanjay
Subodh who read the earlier version of this paper and made valuable
comments. For the shortcomings, I am alone responsible.
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