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ABSTRACT 

Muslims, notably upper-class Muslims in Bengal, suffered a decline after the British occupation, 

particularly in military, judicial and administrative positions. As a result of the Permanent 

Settlement of 1793, and the decision in 1833 to use English as the official court language, the 

upper-class Muslims gradually lost their dominating land-holding status. Muslims were 

slaughtered by Hindus in India because of the country's specific circumstances. Per W.C. Smith's 

advice. British imperialist economic progress in India benefitted a vast population of Indians, a 

majority of whom were Hindus. In 1947, India was partitioned into two separate states because 

of a rise in neo-Nazism. The British, on the other hand, aren't the ones who invented 

communalism. All it did was take advantage of people's disparities in class and background. 

However, in hindsight, it was assumed that the split would address all of the difficulties. There 

were 61 areas in the nation in 1961 where there had been communal strife. That number had 

risen to 216 by 1970. According to the 1971 town categorization, there has been communal 

violence in 10.77 percent of the towns in the nation. There were 88 districts classified as 

hypersensitive and 98 districts classified as sensitive by the community in 1986. As a result, 

communalism has a devastating influence on almost every element of our lives. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The British policy of playing off one community against the other resulted in the origin of 

communalism in India. The colonialist in order to prolong their rule sowed the seeds of 

dissension between the Hindus and Muhammadans and they encouraged communalism. 
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Communalism in Indian politics has been a great and formidable obstacle in our constitutional 

advance. The hatred between Hindus and Muslims was engendered by the British as a political 

device to perpetuate their rule. „Divide and Rule‟ has always been the cornerstone of the British 

administration in India. Not only did the British statesmen prevent the welding of them in to a 

single nation, but they also tried to foment ill- will between them so as to use their mutual 

differences as an excuse for withholding the transfers for power to Indian hands. During the first 

few decades of the freedom movement both communities worked in a spirit of comradeship for 

the expulsion of British. The British statesmen realized the situation at a very early date and 

scented the danger in case they pooled their efforts to overthrow the foreign rule. 

The British rule and its policy of „Divide and Rule‟ bore special responsibility for the growth of 

communalism in modern India, though it is also true that it could succeed only because of 

internal social and political conditions. The fact was that the state, with its immense power, could 

promote either national integration or all kinds of divisive forces. The colonial state selected the 

latter one. It used communalism to counter and weaken the growing national movement. Every 

existing division of Indian society was encouraged to prevent the emerging unity of the Indian 

people. An effort was made to set region against region, province against province, caste against 

caste, language against language, and reformers against orthodox, the moderate against the 

militant, leftist against rightist and even class against class. 

COMMUNAL INTERPRETATION OF HISTORY 

British travellers, historians and writers all contributed to make a communal and distorted 

unscientific view of Indian history, especially of its ancient and medieval periods, was a major 

instrument for the spread of communal consciousness as also a basic constituent of communal 

ideology. Almost without any exception, they saw the two communities (Hindus and Muslims) 

divided by a strong wall of dislike and antagonism towards each other. Some of these writers 

also underlined that this could be a source of great advantage to the British in maintaining their 

rule. 
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Early emphasis on Hindu-Muslim contradictions can be seen in the Recollections of Sir William 

Henry Sleeman; published in 1844.It may safely be taken as indicative of the general British 

impression around that time of the nature of Hindu-Muslim relations “Though every mosque and 

mausoleum was seat of learning, that learning, instead of being a source of attraction and 

conciliation between the Muhammadans and Hindoos, was on the contrary, a source of perpetual 

repulsion and enemity between them. It tended to keep alive in the breasts of the Mussalmans a 

strong feeling of religious indignation against the worshipers of idols; and of dread and hatred in 

those of the Hindoos…”
61

 Henry Sleeman after describing the tension and conflict generated by 

the juxtaposition of Hindu and Muslim festivals on the same date, remarked “These processions 

and occasional outrages are really source of great strength to us; they show at once the necessity 

for the interpretation of an impartial tribunal and a disposition on the part of the rulers to 

interpose impartially”. 

A communal view of Indian history was confirmed by the publication in 1847 of the first major 

work in six volumes by James Mill ‟The History of British India‟ set the pattern for such works 

in the future by treating Hindus and Muslims as representing two distinct civilizations and ways 

of life and dividing Indian history in to the Hindu period, Muslim period and British period. 

All British Historians of India followed Mill‟s lead in this respect however much they might 

differ from him on other matters.
64

 These writers declared that all Muslims were rulers in 

medieval India and Hindus were the ruled. Thus the basic character of a polity in India was 

identified with the religion of the ruler. Later the culture and society of various periods were also 

declared to be either Hindus or Muslim in character. While Muslims were generally considered 

by these historians as having been more advanced in culture and civilization than the Hindus, 

they were at the same time portrayed as religious bigots who had inflicted untold miseries on the 

Hindus. Sir Henry Elliot‟s original preface, written in 1849, for his monumental collection of 

histories of medieval India written by contemporary scholars illustrates the general British 

interpretations of the state of Hindu-Muslim relations period. 

EMERGENCE OF MUSLIM NATIONALISM WITH THE SUPPORT OF THE 

BRITISHERS 
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MaulanaAsad, a noted Muslim theologian who opposed the British separatist policies wrote in 

one of his articles..........”Indian Muslims blindly followed the policy of the British government.     

(They) broke of all relations with the Hindus who were the real active group in the country......we 

were warned that the Hindus were a majority and if we went along with them, they would crush 

us. The result was that the government which should otherwise have become the target of the 

Muslim‟s spears was saved and their own neighbors became their mark instead” 

Apart from Hindu nationalism and the ethos or appearance of Indian nationalism the foundations 

of Muslim nationalism were considerably strengthened and reinforced from time to time by the 

British policy of playing off one community against the other. Though not to the same extent as 

Hindus, the Muslims in India too, were divided on the basis of sect, race, language and religion. 

The British, however always treated them as one homogeneous community and a political 

community full of antagonist feelings towards the Hindus. In the beginning this was not part of 

any policy but simply reflected the British perception of the Indian reality. Britishers treated 

Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs as separate communities and socio- political entities which had little 

in common. India, it was said, was neither a nation nor a nation-in- the making, nor did it 

consists of nationalities or local societies, but consisted of structured, mutually exclusive and 

antagonistic religion-based communities. Britishers extended official favor and patronage to the 

communalists. Communal demands were readily accepted, thus politically strengthening 

communal organizations and their hold over people. 

The partition of India was the culmination of a powerful movement of Muslim nationalism 

which began in the second half of the nineteenth century, symbolized by the foundation of the 

Mohammadan Anglo Oriental College at Aligarh in 1877. There was hardly any communalism 

in India before the last quarters of the 19
th

 century. As is well known, Hindus and Muslims had 

fought shoulder to shoulder in the revolt of 1857. Even when some Muslim intellectuals began to 

notice that Muslims in some parts of the country were lagging behind Hindus in modern 

education and in government jobs, they blamed not Hindus but the government‟s anti- Muslim 

policy. Sayed Ahmed Khan, undoubtedly one of the outstanding Indians of the 19
th

 century, 

began his educational activities without any communal bias. 
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The numerous scientific societies he founded in 1860s involved both Hindus and Muslims. The 

Aligarh College he specially founded to fight the bias against modern education among Muslims, 

received financial support from moneyed Hindus; and its faculty and students had a large Hindu 

component. Syed Ahmed loudly preached commonness of Hindus and Muslims till the founding 

of the congress in 1885. He said in 1884 “Do you not inhabit this land? Are you not buried in it 

or cremated on it? Surely you live and die on the same land. Remember that Hindus and Muslims 

are religious terms. Otherwise Hindus, Muslims and Christians who live in this country are by 

virtue of this fact one qaum”. 

On one occasion he had remarked “In the word „Nation‟ I include both Hindus and 

Mohammedans because it is the only meaning attached to it. With me it is not worth considering 

what is their religious faith? because we do not see anything of it. What we see is that we inhabit 

the same land, are subject to the rule of the same Governors, the fountains of benefit for all are 

the same and the pangs of famine also we suffer equally. These are the different grounds upon 

which I call both these races which inhabit India by one word i.e., Hindus meaning to say that 

they are inhabitants of Hindustan”. 

SEPARATE ELECTORATE 

It was during the latter half of 1906 that Morley; Secretary of State began to give serious 

attention to the formation of constitutional reforms. He was in touch with the Viceroy Minto and 

Minto on his part appointed a committee to go in to details and prepare a dispatch. This dispatch 

was ready in early 1907 and was sent to London on 19 March. It served as the basis of the 

reforms which were enacted in to law by the Indian Councils Act of 1909. The most unfortunate 

feature of the new Act was the undue importance that it gave to communal interests. For the 

Muslims the most important change brought about by the Morley-Minto Reforms was the 

establishment of separate electorates. 

The colonial authorities and the communalists together evolved another powerful instrument for 

the spread and consolidation of communalism in separate electorates. Separate electorates turned 

elections and legislative councils in to arenas for communal conflicts. Since the voters were 
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exclusively the followers of one religion, the candidates did not have to appeal to voters 

belonging to other religions. They could, therefore, make blatantly communal appeals and voters 

and others who listened to these appeals were gradually trained to think and vote communally 

and in general to think in terms of „communal‟ power and progress and to express their socio-

economic grievances in communal terms. The system of reservation of seats and weightage in 

legislatures, government services, educational institutions etc, also had the same consequences 

The Act favored the Muslims by giving them representation disproportionate to their population. 

This was done on the excuse of the political importance of the Muslim community. Separate 

representation was also given to Presidency Corporations, Universities, Chambers of Commerce 

and the Land Holders. 

PARTITION OF BENGAL (1905) 

Lord Curzon committed the greatest mistake of his life when he partitioned the province of 

Bengal on July 20, 1905. Bengal was a big province including the whole of Bihar, Orissa and 

Chota Nagpur. For the convenience of administration, partition was quite urgent and useful too. 

But when Lord Curzon set about partitioning Bengal, he had the sinister motive of creating a rift 

between the Hindus and the Muslims. This is abundantly clear from the speech of Lord Curzon 

at Dacca on 18
th

 February, 1904, from which the following extract is quoted “Will anyone here 

pretend that Dacca is anything but a shadow of its former self? The proposed scheme of partition 

would make Dacca the center and possibly the capital of a new and self-sufficing province which 

must give to the people of these districts by reason of their numerical strength and their superior 

culture the pre pondering voice in the province so created, which would invest the 

Mohammadans in Eastern Bengal with a unity which they have not enjoyed since the days of the 

old Musalman viceroys and kings and which would go far to revive the traditions which the 

historical students assure us once attached to the kingdom of Eastern Bengal”
86

. The details were 

approved by the Viceroy‟s council in October and the proposals were published, without 

consulting the local government other than Bengal on 7 Dec 1903. The three most populous 

districts of Chittagong, Dacca and Mymen Singh and the Tippera Hills would be transferred to 

Assam and chota Nagpur to the Central Provinces while certain other areas from the Central 
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Provinces and Madras would be added to Bengal. But the final result would be a reduction of the 

population of Bengal from about 78.5 Millions to 67.5 Million. 

There were undoubtedly certain administrative advantages in fragmenting Bengal. It would 

reduce the responsibilities of the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal and enable greater contacts 

between the officials and the people. But to public opinion in Bengal the plan seemed to be an 

attempt to diminish the status of the province and to destroy the unity of the Bengal people. 

There was also the motive of creating a solid Muhammadan bloc against the Hindus in respect of 

political views. This is proved by the following extract of a letter from Herbert Risely, dated 13
th

 

September, 1904. “The boundary suggested would bring within the Eastern province the bulk of 

the characteristic Muhammadans of Bengal, those from 78 percent of the population in Rajastan, 

50 percent in Dinajapur, and 48 percent in Malda not only would it give. Dacca a central position 

in relation to the rest of the new province but it would tend, in course of time, to confer on that 

city the special character of provincial capital where Muhammadan interests would be strongly 

represented if not predominant”.
87

 Hidden agenda behind the partition of Bengal was the 

destruction of Hindu Muslim unity existed there. 

COMMUNAL AWARD 

The British policy of Divide and Rule found another expression in the announcement of the 

communal award. Before convening the third session of the Round Table Conference Ramsay 

Mac Donald announced on August 10, 1932 the Communal Award which he had promised in his 

closing speech at the second conference. The Award was based on the British theory that India 

was not a nation, but a congeries of racial, religious and cultural groups, castes and interests. It 

gave Government‟s recognition to the following minorities 1) Muhammadans 2) Depressed 

classes 3) Backward classes 4) Indian Christians 5) Anglo Indians 6) Europeans 7) Commercial 

and Industrial classes 8) Land holders 9)Labor 10)Universities 11)Sikhs  

A fixed number of seats were allocated to each minority and special separate electorates were 

assigned to each. The scheme encouraged not only the Muslims but other groups also to consider 

themselves as national units with their particular interests separate from the interests of the 
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general body of Indians. Nothing could be a more efficacious method of fractionalizing the 

country and preventing the growth of the consciousness of nationality. The plan obviously took 

for granted that the programmes and parties in India at the center and in the provinces, would be 

determined not by economic, political and social considerations but on the basis of religious and 

communal interests. Therefore from the foundations upwards, the entire structure- 

Constituencies, elections, ministries- was organized on communal lines. But great deftness was 

shown in fixing the numbers of representatives. 

The British prejudice against the Hindus was cleverly concealed and the bias in favour of the 

Muslims covered under a show of fairness. At the same time the imperial interests were 

safeguarded both against Muslims as well as, the actual antagonism of the Hindus. Take for 

instance, the arrangements at the center. It was proposed that the total number of seats in the 

lower house of the Federal legislature would be 250. The Muslims were allotted 82 seats; the 

Hindus 105 the Depressed classes 19 and the other groups and interests 44
105

. The Hindu 

majority population was reduced to a minority. The Muslims received the share which they were 

demanding. But the division of seats was so managed that no community could come into power 

on its own strength. Thus doors were widely opened for intrigues defections, unscrupulous and 

unprincipled alliances. 

CONCLUSION 

communalism is spreading everyday, if the ever-increasing number of communal incidents is any 

yardstick. But why this phenomenon has crept in? Surely this cannot be the handiwork of a few 

persons or the result of their efforts over just a few years. This is the cumulative effect of a 

number of factors, interaction of facts and forces spread over a long period – whether it is traced 

back to 11
th

 or 12 century, as analysed by the „communal‟ historians or to less modern times, 

says the British period, as viewed by the „progressive‟ historians. Whether it is an 800 year old 

or 200 year old phenomenon is no doubt a matter of debate but it is unquestionable a fact that is 

being felt, noticed, seen and experienced by everybody irrespective of his community leaning. 

Now, the question is, why this should happen, especially in free India. During the pre-partition 

days there was a third party in the British Government to protect its various interests but after 
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partition that third party no longer exists to guide, control and foment communalism as it was in 

a position to do in the pre-partition days. But the seed of communalism that was shown has now 

developed into a big tree with its branches spread in all directions so much so that even those 

areas which did not experience the horrors of „Direct Action Days‟ and their aftermath, are 

witnessing them almost every day. 
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