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History, Nation and Community

Reflections on Nationalist Historiography
of India and Pakistan

If it is true that emotions must be brought back into social science then to begin
doing so, surely no better site exists than the study of nation-building. This paper attempts to
do just this. It discusses in some detail how the nation, the cultural community and the relation
between the two were imagined by historical actors in India. The author argues that a failure
to achieve the objective of living within a single unified state is to be explained not just by
economic and religious causes but by a lack of political imagnination shaped as it was by
distinct conceptions of nation and community, as by differing emotions.

RAJEEV BHARGAVA

between national identity and history drastically? Was this the impact of wit-cerned merely with these manipulated,

when | accidentally stumbled upon anessing the wanton carnage during thever-politicised and ‘abnormal’ histories.
copy of Wilfred Cantwell Smith’Modern  partition of India? After all, entire world- It focuses rather on the role of emotions
Islam in Indial Written between 1943 and views collapse overnight under the tumulin the writing of ‘normal’ scholarly his-
1946, the book is a gripping account ofuous impact of apocalyptic events. Couldory. A wrong-headed division of cogni-
communalism and nationalism by a brilthis have happened to Cantwell Smith? tive labour misallocates the study of
liant, but youthful Marxist who later be- seemed unlikely. At any rate, this hacemotions to literature, leaving social
came one of the greatest scholars of constirred enough curiosity in me to sleuthscience with the description or explana-
parative religion. Though naive and occafor an answer. Patient research eventuallyon of only the rational action of humans.
sionally too up front about the author’'ssolved the mystery: This last chapterlf it is true that emotions must be brought
political values, it remains one of the mosinserted into the book without the knowl-back into social science, then to begin
subtle and insightful books on the subjectedge of the author, was written by ardoing so, surely no better site exists than

| read the book in one sitting. It set maunknown hand which having writ movedthe study of nation-building.
off on a detective trail that yielded anon. Whether or not it was the handy This paper attempts just this. Part |
unexpectedly curious result. Familiar withwork of an individual ‘scholar’, or an outlines my general methodological stand-
the book’s internal rhythm and flow, | wasunscrupulous government official | dopoint* My purpose is to undermine the
immediately struck by the last chaptemot know. However, it is not difficult motivational reductionism that undergirds
entitled ‘Toward Pakistan’ which wasto surmise that behind it lay the ruse oboth the selection of explananda and
wholly discontinuous and discordant withnationalist passiof. explanans (the properties of actions se-
the tone and substance of the rest of theRenan famously observed that a natiokected for study and the variables with
book. Inthe penultimate chapter, Cantwels dependent both on the possession of richhich they are explained) and the self-
Smith was unmistakably critical of theremembrances and a shared amnesia,uaderstanding of the enquirers, the false
Muslim League, which he did not hesitatecollective forgetfulness. Surely it is com-standards of objectivity that enquirers often
to compare to the Nazis. In the finalmonly accepted that nations can barelgspire (surely under the influence of a
chapter, the argument suddenly changesiirvive without losing some of the memo-blindingly passionate search for truth). With
focus and claimed that the Muslims wereies they inherit from their founding the help of this schema, | distinguish four
merely fighting for sheer survival againstmoment. The play of lies and distortiongypes of history writing on nationalism, i e,
the Hindu imperialism of the Congressn the birth and growth of nations is lessnanipulated, strongly relativist, critical
Party. All too soon, | discovered that whatvident. At least some histories of everyand objectivist.
I had in my hands was on the secondation are manipulated, and patriotic Partllrenews my discussion of Cantwell
edition of the book, printed in Decembeifervour plays an astoundingly central rolé&Smith’s book and closely examines ma-
1947 in Lahore. Had the author changeih the production and consumption of suclipulated history. In Part Ill, | discuss the

I was first drawn to the relationshiphis views so dramatically and so verymyths. My paper, however, is not con-
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more common brands of nationalist histhe actions of religious groups whosealled normal, non-pathological action,
tory writing in India, which often pretend interests qua religious groups are shapeteir part is underplayed. Consider the
to be wholly objectivist but in fact containby their worldview. question: Why does resistance to land
the usual mix of strongly relativist and There is a straightforward objection toreforms exist? Answer: The landlord pro-
critical histories. | hope to give the readethis view. First, it is insensitive to thetects his interests. Butrarely: The landlord
a flavour of the debates about manipulatedifference between an external and intehas a sentimental and enduring attachment
history in India, between strongly relativistnal interpretation of interests. Second, ito his land. (To understand this, we must
(ultra-nationalist) and critical histories, andfails to see that principles and social normsee Ray’s ‘Jalsagar’!) Second, the power
over the precise content of Indian nationguide actions too. The methodologicabf emotion in shaping other motives is left
alism. Finally, Part IV discusses in somemaxim must now be modified: Assumeunexamined. For instance, my abstract
what greater detail, how the nation, thdirst that action is guided by self-interestcommitment to socialist principles may be
cultural community and the relation beAWhen this hypothesis fails, explain it bybolstered by a strong emotional attach-
tween the two were imagined by historicaprinciples or social norms. Surely, thementtoasub-culture of like-minded friends
actors in India. My focus remains on interdevelopment of social and cultural historyfrom roughly the same class-background.
communal estrangement rather than ois unthinkable without this change effectedHow often is the following explanation
confessional violence, to which no doubby contributions from: offered for religious strife: In situations of
itis related. | argue that a failure to achieve (i) Hermeneutics and anthropology (theoregrounded differences, people often
the objective of living within a single, meaning of a particular action is inter-suppress self-interest in favour of loyalty
unified state (it is established fact that tillpreted by relating the action to the conto a religious group and when in this
1940 political separation was not on theeptual universe of the agent, much as thmanner, interests are trumped by identity,
agenda of the Muslim League) is to beneaning of a sentence emerges from thEeople can simultaneously be selfless and

explained not just by economic or reli-entire text). vicious towards others.Such explana-
gious causes but by a lack of political (ii) Sociology (the explanation of actiontions are certainly uncommon in social
imagination — shaped as it was, as mudby social nhorms); and science and if | may put my neck on the

by distinct conceptions of nation and (iii) Plain common sense (action is guidedlock, in history, too. Indian history writ-
community, as by differing emotions. Inot only by self-interest but also by otheing may well be an exception to this rule,
argue, that even social scientists and hisegulating principles. however. As we shall see, Indian histori-
torians, much like the protagonists of these But now another objection can be raisecans are more comfortable with the lan-
events, could not properly see or explaitt is true that historians are less prone thaguage of emotions and somewhat less
why we failed to solve ‘the problem facingeconomists, to reduce human motivationmhibited in admitting the role of emotion
the subcontinent’. to self-interest. In the complex set of subin actions.
jective motivations, historians include
| principles and social norms. They also Il
Methodological Preliminaries realise that an action may have a pre- Manipulated History
dominant motive. Their explanatory

It is probably true that much historyschema contains behaviour that is largely Chapter V of Cantwell Smith’s book
writing in the middle of this century wasprinciple-governed, norm-induced andends ominously with a warning:
dominated entirely by politics and eco-interest-driven. However, it must be Of late, the situation in the country has
nomics. It worked with the following recognised that actions may also be pro- denigrated menacingly. Communal hatred,
methodological maxim: Look for the condi-pelled by emotions. So, in response to this one of the lowest, if not the most powerful,
tion and cause of events. Among the cause®iticism, our modified methodological of human motivations, has threatened to
examine the actions of relevant agent§axim may now look like this: Assume become the main driving force on both
(individuals or groups). Assume that thes&rst that action is caused by self-interest, Sides. Instead of an India with freedom for
actions are caused by self-interest (shopfinciples or social norms but, when an all, united in friendly communal partner-

) L ship, there have been signs pointing to, at
or long term; real or apparent.) Let ugxplanation in terms of any of these falls best, a stagnant India of intense mutual

refresh our collective memory by recal!ingﬂat, treat the action as pathological and bickering, within an atmosphere of moral
Marx’s famous statement: Human beingéok for the irrational, aberrant or the degradation and of riots; and, at worst, an
make history but not always in circum-bizarre. Why did this individual kill? nqia of civil war ...If the liberals are strong
stances of their own making. | believe thé\nswer: Because of a sudden fit of mad- jn each party, it may yet be possible to
dominant interpretation of this claim con-ness. Why did a riot take place? Answer: conciliate the warring groups. Otherwise
tinues to be the following: Human agenthecause of a sudden outburst of massthe future of India is dark...

work within constraints that shape theihysteria. Here, history is linked to and Smith made these observations at the
interests. Rational human beings then trpenefits from social psychology andend of his chapter on the Islamic nation-
to realise these modified objectives, if nopsychoanalysis. Perhaps, this is where a@ism of the Muslim League. He condoned
with the best available set of actions, dfrge portion of the study of nationalismneither the political demands of the Muslim
least with a satisfactory one. For exampld}l’opeﬂy belongs. League nor its brown shirt methods of
the interest of capitalists is shaped by However, the objection that emotionsagitation. He claimed that in the 1930s the
the structure of production relations. Mossuffer from a relative neglect in the socialLeague initially propagated a fascist ide-
of their actions are therefore best exscience is not fully met. There are twoology with which it caught the aggressive
plained as ways of realising such interestglistinct senses in which the role of emotiorfrenzy and religious bigotry of the middle
Likewise, religious interests may explainis still improperly understood. First, in soclasses. “The Muslim League throve on
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attack. It was anti-Hindu, anti-Congressfrom both of which the controversialunderscore that Hindus and Muslims not
anti-‘one free India’. It attacked the Hinduchapter had once again vanished. Thesaly are but always have been a unified
with fervour, fear, contempt and bitterwere reprints of the second (Londonhation. The justification of official ideo-
hatred. Itwould seek out, air and emphasisedition of 1946, which also included thelogy, coming from professional historians,
the differences between the two commupreface to the first edition (1943). Fromhad a pronounced flavour of what Nietzche
nities’.”® Its method of refusal, he claimedthis evidence, | concluded that this was thealled monumental histol?. For ex-
was to postulate an utterly impossibldast published edition of the book. Butample, in the presidential address to the
‘condition’ and then to adopt an air ofwhat | had in my hands was a Decembelndian History Congress of 1964, it was
offended generosity when this was nol947 edition from Lahore. Was this aroug@announced that:

accepted. In short, the Muslim League washapter inserted into the book without the We must get to the spirit of the movement
concocting an enthusiasm for a separafgermission of the author. But direct con- and the soul of India with an approach that
state of Pakistan based on the fear that,fifmation eluded me. Months later, a small will help surmount the danger of commu-
Hindus and Muslims lived together infootnote in another book by Cantwell nal, regional, linguistic and class hatreds

independent India, the Muslims would beSmith, unravelled the mystery: that beset gist&ry writing. IHngok:y has a
horribly maltreated. . ., : mission and obligation to lead humanity
; . It is perhaps legitimate to point out that ;4 5 higher ideal and nobler future... The

Chapter VI begins with the causes of he tne work entitiedviodern Istam in India historia?n cannot shirk this responsi.l'a.ility

breakdown of the Simla conference. The (ijtie page: on the jacke¥lodern Islam in Coe .
book claims that its primary cause was the .(ndiain% Pakista))J Rip%n Press, Lahore lgﬁ'bur_y!ng his head in the false dogma of
“ . > = jectivity. History must not callto memory
refusal of the Congress to “face the fact (1954), bearing the present writer's name ghastly aberrations of human nature, of
that Muslims formed quite a 'dIStInCt as author, is a pirated edition made without dastardly crimes, of divisions and con-
people and could not be fitted into any his knowledge and consent, and includes gjcts of degeneration and decay but of the
scheme conceived on the basis of a com-a chapter ‘Towards Pakistan’ that is by igher values of life, of traditions of cul-
mon nationhood”. The book pleads that ~anotherhand andis entirely spurious. There y,re and the nobler deeds of sacrifice and
the Congress may have seen this as the?r® & few other interpolations afo. devotion to the service of humanity. The
intransigence of the League, but for Other publications of this period from facts of Indian history and the process of
Muslims it was a question of sheer existthe government of Pakistan displayed its march have to be judged by the criterion
ence. Every attempt at settlement, theemarkable similarity to this notorious Of progress towards liberty, morality and
chapter says, floundered because thehapter. One of them quotes extensively OPPOrtunities for self-expression...The
Congress tried to realise its impossibleven from Savarkar to prove the wide [)e?SOF‘ for h0m|IShSIOn IS dthath.S‘?]Ch _tl_hungs
dream of establishing Hindu imperialism.acceptance of the idea of two distinct angi%l;rt]tﬁg c%i:sg é:‘ennat%r\?gllgoli?ellrlit?tir
Muslims were already seething with disnations and the inevitability of partition: g y

content at the insulting treatment meted international peacé’
out to them. But after the massacre of N€ logic of events and experience jus- Criticisms of such official history and

. oo : tifies the demand for Pakistan,...for it wa ing i
Muslims in Bihar, which overshadowed ; ; _%f the pronouncements accompanying it
. the only way in which the cultural sepa-came from the Right as well as, more
even the carnage of Calcutta, Jinnah wasateness, religious identity as well as €COx, 1 o
| ; ; O : . Cautiously, from the Left R C Majumdar
eft with no alternative but to boycott nomic well-being of Muslims could be lained that official directi to hi
the session of the constituent assembly. secure”. Its description ofinter-communalf;:gﬁ: Igﬁowe?j Sttg::adislrreec;:/desfof stlir-r
As partition became reality, the genocide massacres during partition, was brief. “At ds of obiective hi gar )
of Muslims began. Millions of Muslims  thetime of partition...the Hindus embarkedards of o Jective history writing:
were Kkilled. on a systematic decimation of Muslim When the history of the freedom move-
It did not require much intelligence to Population by mass killing and forcible ~ment was written, a directive was issued

oty S S i o ororion ) . e vy oo,
H H i~ ance I not collaporation o € polce,
SL;h\?vi?k? ?ﬁ éerrev;ta (s)fsttr? Er)tltljrg%li.d_ll_shceog'ltg]mu o trains carrying Pakistan personnel, records 1857 was a war of independence and not
" titi d _ ar_wd furnlture_ was gttacke_d by hor_des of a mutiny of soldlers...Research_ workers
or partition and mass-massacre Was pji,qus and Sikhs...in the riots that imme- Were instructed to record the evidence of
squarely apportioned to the essentially yiately preceded and followed partition, only one group of revolutionaries and to
Hindu Congress. The Muslim League, on pndreds of thousands of Muslims were restrict the mention of violence deployed
the other hand, appeared to have haplesslyjone to death and thousands of women in the freedom moveme#?.
reacted to events not of its own making were abducted. Pakistan was deprived of The government, he said, seeks to but-
and over which it had no control. It was coal...every effort was made to sabotagiress Gandhian philosophy of non-
virtually impossible not to smell arat here, the established government of Pakistanyiolence by claiming that this ideal was
and not to observe things that would oth- Such manipulated history is not uncomfollowed throughout the course of Indian
erwise pass unnoticed. To begin withmon in India. Distortion, lies, exaggera-history. Historians, he claimed, were asked
footnotes were missing in this chaptertions, the maligning of other communitiesfo repudiate that Muslim rulers ever
Though listed in the table of contents, thes found extensively in the historical lit-desecrated temples or to admit that
title of the chapter had disappeared frorgrature of militant Hindu nationalists. ButAurangzeb was intolerant. History became
the sectional contents of Part 1. This editionfficial history in India, an adjunct of statea handmaiden for contemporary politics
published in Lahore in December 1947policy, invented a different commonand resulted in a rigorous politicisation
had no preface. My suspicions were furmemory. In contrast to Pakistan’s stateef history13
ther aroused when | checked out reprintsacked propagation of the two-nation The tacit support provided by histo-
from Delhiin 1964 and New York in 1974, theory, the Indian state vigorously tried taians to official ideology did not go
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entirely unchallenged. For examplejdentity to replace traditional ones. SecAs a result, history by British historians
Parthasarthy Gupta wondered why hisend, by the passionate desire to restore“aas more a history of British involvement
torians shied away from explaining comsense of dignity lost in the seductiven India rather than a history of Indian
munal riots or from probing why com- embrace of a conquering culture. Finallypeople”2? Majumdar also noted how
munal passions are so easily whippebyacommitmentto setthe historical recorevoefully inadequate the writing of English
up by leaders of communal parti¥s. straight, warped wilfully or unwittingly by historians on India was when judged by
Romila Thapar, cautious in her criticismEnglish historians. the constitutive principles of ‘objective
of official ideas of national unity, warned Commentators noted the presence of eattistory’. He called for three constraining
that unity could not be enforced fromof these motivations. One claimed thastandards: (i) refrain from ignoring data
above and will never exist unless it wasModernity requires a new identity and sinceéhat undercuts the political or moral values
felt by various groups which constituteidentity requires a past, one of (our) primef the historian (ii) avoid philosophical or
the whole. Thapar offered her own viewconcerns was the discovery of India’amoralistic interpretations of history, and
of national integration as “tolerance, arheritage... Moreover with their self-respecfiii) have a purely objective approach like
attitude that is willing to accommodateat stake, idealisation of the past becamtbat of a scientist. “A historian must divest
diverse and opposing opinions withouta mainstay. A passionate evocation of thkis mind of sentiments, prejudices and
suppressing them at variolesvels of past, an effort to prove the continuitypreconceptions and all kinds of emotions
social, economic and intellectual lifé®. between anidealised pastand the reformeitkat are likely to distort his vision and
own image of a reformed future, was unjudgment’2!English historians, Majumdar

11 avoidablel” argued, violated all these fundamental
Histories: Relativist, Historically minded writers such as Niradprinciples. For example, James Mill could
Critical, Objectivist Chaudhury confessed: not “absolve himself of the charge of a

We were swept by the emotional fervourdeep rooted prejudice against the Hindus”.

Official histories fabricated to undergird of the nationalist movement. The firstStatements such as “the Hindu like the
the specific policies of nation states must element in this emotion was an intenseaunuch excels in the qualities of a sl&fe”

be distinguished from other nationalist almostreligious hopefulness. We believe@now, as Majumdar noticed disapprov-
histories. Official history is shaped almost i the second advent of our country ang,qy “that for Mill, the people of Europe
exclusively by collective self-interest. Other nation with afirmness of convictionwhich o o greatly superior to the Hindus.

forms of nationalist history writing mixe "°thing could shake. We knew that ourz, \; ’ i
cognitive interest with epﬁ/emeralgnation- present condition was pitiable: we wer E-lpnzrs,t)%g;ggso l;’ugr? ;;atiﬂe %?gﬁ;gggt
alist passion or the more enduring national poor, subjugated and oppressed and evel f the Hindus i ' f ity, i
| _ Nal' yegenerate in certain respects but we weMC€ Of the Hindus is want of veracity, in

sentiment. The strong tie between emotion great once and should be greater in th@hich they outdo most nations even of
and nationalist history has long been noted. f,tyre. This amazing faith was justified bythe east’?3 Other historians such as
Over 2,000 years ago, Polybius wrote that jtself and needed no evidence of validit)Vincent Smith and Chirol were hardly
“historians must show some partiality to external to itself8 more objective.
their own countries”. Morley expressed In such a milieu it was hard to see any Irfan Habib, historian of medieval India,
the same point centuries later: “the histogontradiction between a usable knowledgargued that imperialist historians had their
rian has been the hearth at which the souf the past and knowledge of the past foown interest in showing how all “govern-
of the country has been kept ali¥Such  its own sake, between nationalist angnents previous to the British had been
sentiments were echoed in India too. Thapabjective history. The diplomat and his-despotic, intolerant and monstrously cruel,
unhesitatingly admitted that historians argorian, K M Panikkar, captured some ofand the Indian people, forever divided,
subject to the “same emotions as othethiese motivations well: “Brought up onwere fit only to be conquered. This attitude
in society”. The crucial issue then is notext books which claimed that there wagent itself to a peculiar interpretation of
whether history and national identity camo such thing as India, we each had tmedieval Indian history. It was assumed
be altogether uncoupled but precisely howliscover India for ourselves: It was athat the Muhammadans were the con-
the bonds between them are forged. Dogspiritual adventure for each of us to unguerors and rulers of India in the same
reflective distance enable people to worlderstand the historical processes whichense as the British had been.” Seeds
out ambivalent historical legacies of theihave made us what we aré.” of communal historiography that flow-
own rather than accept more easily avail- The prejudice of English historians wasered during and soon after the inde-
able conventional versions? To admit thérequently cited as both a spur to Nationpendence were laid, Habib argued, by
inevitability of a link with national identity alist history and as a cause of reverse biaBritish historiang4
is one thing, to make it the central aim oCrane noted that since Indian nationalism But a decent quotient of national sen-
history writing is quite another. Indianduring British rule was unwelcome, na-iment crucial for an “objective history of
historians fought with each other not onlytionalism was equated with subversionthe nation” must be distinguished from
over the assessment of how much distan@olonial writers defended British rule andnationalist fervour that falsifies and dis-
could be achieved and the degree to whidby implication critiqued Indian national- torts. “If British historiography was tainted
it was desirable but also over the inflecism. Further problems were due to misby the need to sustain the empire, the chief
tion of an Indian past made accessible bynderstanding across deeply diversdefect of Indian historians flowed from a
history writing. cultures and to asymmetries of powerpatriotic fervour which magnified the

Nationalist history was made inevitableBritish historians almost always relied onvirtues and minimised the defects of their
by three interrelated causes. First, by thefficial records and described politicalown people.25> The most absurd example
advent of modernity that required a nevevents only where the British dominatedof ultra-nationalism cited by both Thapar
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and Majumdar is Jaiswal's extravagant In the immediate aftermath of Indiansuch as the ‘Canadian clergyman, Wilfred
claim that ancient India had a parliamenindependence, most historians, | believeCantwell Smith’ and those historians who
tary form of government. Romila Thaparaccepted the inescapability of durabléwrote under nationalist inspiration for
ratified the need to meet the challenge afational sentiment as an incentive for thevhich none may feel ashamed”, converged
Eurocentric historians who claimed thatvriting of history, but also felt the needon the same truth and thereby laid the
the Greeks were superior in every respetb separate it from the obsessive nationalisbundation of objective history writing in
to ancient Indian civilisation but cautionedfervour that interfered with objective his-India3® It is our duty, Habib urged, to
that this need to delve into the past, linketbry. No historian is likely to contradict cherishthe views of those “who bequeathed
to the pride in Indian heritage could cloudVajumdar’s statement that: the objective view of history and thus serve
the judgment of the historians. She men- Nationalist historians are guided in theithe cause of national unity? Habib
tions the alleged presence of tolerance in study of India not only by scientific spirit charged that when taught in schools,
the past stemming from “a certain extra- butby the need to examine and re-examin®lajumdar's communal history and tales
spiritual quality which the ancient Indian points of national interest or importance pf ancient wrong, when fed to student, sow
possessed?® Ashoka’s plea for tolerance particularly those on which full or accuratedissension and division in the country.
is evidence, she argued, not of tolerance information is not available or which have |t js clear that at stake in the controversy
but of excessive intolerance in his times. D&en misrepresented, misunderstood G§ not some recondite argument about
She similarly criticised anachronistic Misconceived. Such objectives areé nofpective, value-free social science, but
claims about a unified nation. necessarily in conflict with critical study he wider issue of the public use of history.

) . . and therefore a nationalist historian is no . " .
Majumdar also pointed out that intense necessarily a charlatan or a propagaridist. Iso in competition were two different
hatred against the British produced spu- No one could aaree with this more thar(]:onceptions of nationhood, one that side-
rious histories. Lurid pictures of the Brit-Irfan Habib H%wever for Habib lines religious communities and the other
ish in India were drawn in which a long,, * o . ’ . ' that refused to do so. Thapar saw these
list of evil deeds, errors of omissions an _ajumdars own history was not nation-y qinse e, Historians, she said, are not
commission of the British in both theaIISt but communal. Habib argued tha nfallible and superhuman. “We are influ-

economic and political spheres was com:::._'Sg ?r%ih;;avi\(’.g?awg?]tg IS?:' srir;;-rofﬁ(t:]lgl enced by the same emotions as the rest of
monly found. For Majumdar, Savarkar's IStory IStan Ju W ociety in which we live. No historical
riting is ever completely objective and

book Indian War of Independenaeas a was |n|t|aIIy_ asked_by the government o
typical specimen of the representation oy'dia to write a history of the freeommobjectivity is relative anyway38
history from an extremely nationalist pointmpvement — the first draft O_f . was
of view2’ As partisan advocates ratherre]eCted by the board constituted for this Vi
than judges, Indian historians, he added'"P9S€ —“shared a common communal Sentiment. Nation and
tended to minimise the harsh treatment f‘amework ' Com,munity
the lower castes by upper caste Hindus. Historians of both schools speak the same
Furthermore, Majumdar claimed that the language and have an identical interpre- In the 1920s, when the Muslim League
“political motive of bringing Hindus and tation of medieval history. The drama isand the Congress co-operated with each
Muslims together against a common im- the same, only the characters with whormther, it was not uncommon for members
perial enemy glossed over the intolerance €Y Most identify are different. It only of the League to simultaneously be mem-
and bigotry of Muslim rulers.” Since In- "emains for O”ﬁ Sllj)?e IEO pamlt the othepers of the Congress Party. By the end of
dian intellectuals felt part of the national community in the blackest colours. the 1930s, however, the two parties were
movement and were compelled to advance Both agreed that the Bhakti movemenirrevocably opposed to each other. What
its cause, “objective scholarship sufferedvas a Hindu reaction to a proselytisingcaused this estrangement? More generally,
inthe ensuing welter of charges and countdglam, that Aurangzeb was the author ofvhat explains the deterioration of relations
charges.28 Muslim restoration and that all revoltsbhetween the Hindu and Muslim elite? Why
Crane noted that “all nationalism carrydgainst him were essentially Hindu. Theivas India partitioned? How did historians
irrational elements and all nationalistwhole analysis, Habib argued, rested osee these events and how did emotional
writing tend towards polemics. Indianthe categorisationof Mughalrule as Muslinentanglement with ideas of nationhood
writers were no exception. Foreign domiEmpire with Hindu subjects. But theand community affect their perception of
nation brings with it inevitable psycho-division of the ruler and the ruled didHindu-Muslim relations?
logical effects such as the deep need fapt coincide with the division between Two constrasting answers dominate the
assert the dignity and capacity of one’$lindus and Muslims, and many revoltditerature. According to the first, the of-
own culture. Everywhere this leads to @gainst Mughals were lower class, noficial Pakistani view, Muslims and Hindus
romantic reconstruction of a nation’s pastiindu in character. are two separate nations. The division of
in the most favourable light possible. At Against Majumdar’'s demand that “weBritish India into Pakistan and Hindustan
times the effect of foreign domination isshould not bow before the exigencies ofs legitimate because every nation must
so great as to cause people to find in theRolitical complications, for history doeshave a state. The second view, the official
past things which were not only not therdlot fear wounding the susceptibilities ofstance of the Indian Congress Party, does
and had no reason to be there but wors#e sister community”. Habib claimed thainot question the assumption that nations
are found there only because the conque®bjective history does not contradict namust turn into states but denies that Hindus
ors highly value them. This most subtldionalist history. Historians of different and Muslims are distinct nations. Thus, on
form of colonial domination did not es-Persuasions, some with a liberal outlookthis ground alone, it had a principled
cape India.2® others simply in pursuit of facts, still othersopposition to the partition of India. How-
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ever, despite these differences, both dis-and Muslims had shed their differencesof thick commonalty for nationhood.
play a failure of collective imagination. that there was a complete transformatiogecond, because this conception was in-
Neither is able to acknowledge the pos- Lﬂgngh“"é?/:&dt%;ufg%?aﬂf m%tcglgf/filyﬂuenced by and laden with specific emo-
sibility of an institutional design that \yish for such a consummation, it wadions. Finally, because even political ex-
accommodates distinct cultural com- unfortunately never a historical fact. ~ pediency was affected by the mechanism
munities. Nationalist history, probably Majumdar claimed that Syed Ahmedof wish fulfilment.
inspired by a sentimental idea of nationahdnd Jinnah had more realistic views than For subcontinental elites, what were the
unity, replicates this failure on both sideszandhi and Nehru. To accept as a fact wh@rmal features of the community? | pro-
of the border. is eminently desirable but has not yet beepose the following: A community is a
There were notable exceptions, howachieved is not only a great historical errolense network of relations binding mem-
ever. At the end of 1944, Beni Prasad, ibut also a political blunder of the firstbers into a thick unity of purpose. Fusion
one of the few insightful books on themagnitude which can lead to tragic conse-ather than the diffusion ofidentity is critical
subject, disputed the use of the term natiofuences. Majumdar went on to lambagdP this conception. Furthermore, these
for a religious group such as Muslims buhistorians for encouraging an ideology oPonds of solidarity must be experienced
then added: fanciful fraternity. A solid structure of amity emotionally, if they are to exist or else at
in any case it does not follow that nation-and understanding, he claimed, could ndiest they exist very weakly. The language
hood coincides with statehood. The Corgge built on the quicksand of false historyf emotions came naturally to Gandhi and

Iﬁg'%?“gfg’gifgetshgfté\’ig r&?:t giznfr%gfra_ nd political expediency. Real understandNehru. Gandhi demanded “not a patched
tion..The disassociation ?Jf statehood frorr-ﬂng could only be arrived at by a frankup thing but a union of hearts based upon

nationhood is one of the supreme need&cognition of the facts of history anda definite recognition of the indubitable
of the modern age in the east as well 280t by their suppression or distortion.proposition that swaraj for India must be
the west; in a word, the depoliticisation ofOnly such a reorientation would putan impossible dream without the indis-
the whole concept of nationality, a definiteHindu-Muslim relations in better perspec-soluble union between the Hindus and
renunciation of the idea that those who feetive and give a rational explanation for théMuslims of India.®8 He unfailingly in-
themselves to be a nation should necegjirth of Pakistar$’ sisted that this unity must not be based on
sarily con;tltute an independent state of \jajumdar was ambiguous about twdear or merely be a truce (modus vivendi).
their own: . .__claims. (a) The predominantly Hindu leadHindus and Muslims, he said, “are one
Two decades later, | H Qureshi, vice, o tho Congress failed to see redn sorrow.” We must, he often pleaded,
chancellor of Karachi University, ruminat- o o 00" and therefore the ensuing edelp our brethren. Similarly, Nehru reit-
ing on partition, first admitted that, till as, angement between Hindus and Muslimgrated this “deeper unity of the people of
late as the early 1940s, Muslims (reaind (b) for sheer political expediencyndia” and demanded a “conscious effort
Muslim elite) had not abandoned the Very i,y gjites deliberately created the falsén the part of all of us for the emotional
real possibility of a modus vivendi with ;. osqion and the fictitious slogan ofintegration of all our peoplé®® For the
Hindus. He then wondered if the tWOyny, Mysiim fraternity. Overall, itwould Indian National Congress, a thick common
communities possessed the requisite s o jncorrect to say that Majumdapurpose and deep emotional bond consti-
phistication, rare even in politically de\./6|'interpreted the actions of Hindu leaders ituted a nation.
oped societies, required for the mainteg, o of strategic rationality: Congress It might be claimed that this discourse
nance of a multicultural society. Perhapg, ,yers gesired a unified state. They bdias a familiar ring to it. Does it not, after
he meant that a modern multicultural statg., o § that Hindu-Muslim amity is essen-all, contain the standard romantic concep-
s yetto develop anywhere in the WorRl. yio'to i Therefore, ignoring the dif- tion of community? Is this not the naive
Majumdar, in a severe attack on the ofryonce ang estrangement between twand sometimes dangerous romantic error
ficial Congress position, wrote: communities, they invented slogans off grafting features onto a large, imper-
Hindu leaders ignored facts that Makeing,_\ygiim fratemity. For Majumdar, Sonal community that are more appropri-
cultural and political units. The gonse’_this was a calculated act. Indian historiangte to a smaller face-to face community,
quence was that no real effort was madgonspired with the Congress Party téuch as the modem family But really this
by them to tackle the real problem thatreate and sustain this myth. In so doingesponse misses the point. The Gandhi-
faced India, namely how to make it posthey abandoned standards of good histofyehru discourse, articulated by the Con-
sible for two distinct units to live together writing. They are unable to tolerate historygress Party, never strayed from its liberal
as members of a single state. Whether thig at mentions facts incompatible with ideagnoorings. Gandhi would say in the same
problem could have been solved no onge™ -.io0 integration. In India, thebreath that this union of hearts was also
gﬁpizyo}lvggn%rg:gﬁgrtsilvr?tt%/eﬁ:tnéhgefeé_gritique of a usable history came froma “partnership between equals, each re-
us would have made the attempt wortlistorians not associated with the left. specting the religion of the other.” In fact,
making36 | agree with the assessments olt' is |nterest|ng. to see how Il'beral' prin-
All three historians point to a failure of Majumdar, Qureshi and Beni Prasad thatiples of equality were combined in the
imagination in the Congress as well as ipolitical parties failed the two communi-nationalist discourse with romantic no-
the Muslim league. Neither could imagindies. However, | disagree with the strategigons of fraternity and how, in particular,
that distinct cultural communities couldrational explanation offered by Majumdar Gandhi had his fingers in both pies. Sur-
live together in a single state. What ex! believe that the failure of political imagi- Prisingly, participants in this two-layered
plains this failure? Majumdar provideshation was due first to the conception ofliscourse rarely saw its internal tension.
one answer: nation and community shared by bothrhey did notalways realise that by placing
An impression was created that Hinduparties and that assumed the necessii§lt solidarity above the more formal and
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rational principle of equality of respect toquently presented its liberal claim in thehave a state, the loosening of ties or a
which they also owed allegiance, theyomantic language of emotions. The sameithdrawal from emotional discourse sig-
undermined their own larger interests. claim was formulated by the Muslim elitenalled political separation. This is how the
In my view, this valorisation of emo- in the language of self-interest. The subterms ‘communal’ and ‘national’ became
tional integration had far-reaching consestantive liberal claim of mutual respectantithetical to each other.
quences for Hindu-Muslim relations. Awas easily obscured by the formal lan- Ihave triedto show howemotions entered
person distancing himself from fraternalguage in which it was presented. To théhe very conception of community and
talk was less likely to be seen to prefer Muslim, the emotional talk of Hindus nationhood and how the specific nature of
world of formal relations in which self- seemed hollow and merely cloaked strongstrangement between Hindus and Mus-
interest is restrained by a set of moraHindu interest and potential Hindu hegelims cannot be understood without a proper
principles, and more likely to be viewedmony. This is not entirely puzzling. | heregrasp of the sentimental component of the
as having plunged straight into a purelallude to the underside of benevolencéndian conception of community. | do not
strategic calculation of self-interest. Thiswhich springs forth amidst hierarchy. Everwish to over-emphasise this point but it
clearly was a breach of fraternity. To baminimal self-awakening can see througlis wise not to ignore durable sentiments
sure, there was room for strategic calcuhe asymmetry hidden beneath benev@r deny them some explanatory power. It
lation but only with outsiders. To insistlence and recognise how the language @ surely not my intention to give emotions
upon self-interest was to cross the rubicolove can frequently be deeply intertwinedporimacy over other explanatory variables.
and align with the outsiders. Such a worldvith inequality. The Congress Hindu, onl want to claim that estrangement and its
leaves little room for conceptions ofthe other hand, saw only hostility in whatconverse are primarily affective notions
reasonable disagreement among loosely his lights appeared cold, calculatingand an attempt to reduce them to some-
tied persons. Not surprisingly, oftenself-interest. Neither could bring himselfthing else serves no cognitive purpose.
reasonable disagreement was seen astaatrust the other's commitment to impar- Let me return to Indian historiography.
betrayal tantamount to a declaration ofial principles. Even the wise Mahatmawhy did Hindu leaders not see that two
enmity. Qureshi expressed this point wellcould not break this impasse because twiltural communities can live together in
“Itwas however difficult to press demandgoo had no room in his philosophy for thea single state? The simple strategic rational
for effective safeguards and substantidmpersonal. His world contained only theexplanation is that they cynically con-
autonomy without in any way or anothemear or the distant-personal. structed an ideology of Hindu-Muslim
creating in the Hindu mind misgivings of Conceptions of the ‘communal’ werebrotherhood in the service of their desire
their intentions and what was even moralso affected by emotions. Hindus andor a unified nation-state. The more com-
important of their complete identification Muslims understood the importance oplex strategic explanation is that their
with Indian nationalism. The average Hindueligious/cultural groups, but any devia-passionate desire for a unified nation
looked upon such demands as essentiaftipn from thicker conceptions of common-prevented them from acknowledging the
anti-national, narrow-minded, based oralty together with the abrogation of thegrowing estrangement. Passion affected
prejudice and inevitably resulting in aweakkanguage of emotions implied the adoptheir desire for national unity, and this
state.”0 An expression of legitimate self-tion of the framework of unmitigated self-intense desire induced a false belief of
interest was seen as a blatant exhibitioimterest. Mere talk or endorsement ofasting warmth between Hindus and
of prejudice, brazenly against unity andeligious community was not thereforeMuslims. In other words, this was a classic
therefore anti-national. ‘communal’. This is a much later accretiorcase of wish fulfilment. When something
But does this not show that Hindu-to the semantics of the term. But any looss desired strongly, it is seen to exist
Muslim relations were already pretty bad&ning of ties signalled by the retreat fronbefore it actually does; the very passion
The answer is yes and no. Yes, becausen informal discourse of emotional inte-that induced the slogan of Hindu-Muslim
at one level, they had always been fhd.gration was viewed as a willing embraceinity also obscured the lack of amity in
No, because, at another level, an emotionaf the project of self-interesThis was their relations.
bond did exist on which relations of mutuatcommunal’. Hindu elites in particular Eventhis does notfully explain the issue.
respect could have been bdftThe real frequently savall expressions of cultural | have argued that a sentimental concep-
question thenis notwhy relations were bailentity in these terms. tion of community affected the perception
but why they turned sour? My very, very To be sure, no transformation had ocand evaluation of inter-community con-
tentative explanation is this: Whatever, theurred in the sense of the term ‘commueuct. It left no space for relatively imper-
real nature of its practice, the dominantity’, but its reference had shifted fromsonal principles that could prevent reason-
discourse of the Congress, particularly irHindus and Muslims taken collectively toable disagreements from degenerating into
relation to Muslim, was driven bgrin- each of them taken singly. Within thehostility. Majumdar failed to grasp this.
ciples and emotionsThe discourse of parameters set by the Indian nationalo my knowledge, few Indian historians
Muslims, led by Syed Ahmed and othersmovement, the term ‘communal’ registerslid. To try to explain this failure was part
was shaped on the other hangbbiyiciples a protest against this shift of the referencef the task of this papel
and self-interest The foregrounding of of ‘community’. A religious group be-
emotions by one or self-interest by theomes communal when it begins to act Notes
other obscured even from themselves thsith thick purpose, as an emotionally ) )
real significance of principles well within integrated community, as ifit were a nationf1iS i a revised version of a paper presented at
. N a colloquium ‘The Historian, Nationalism and the
thelr 'reac;h angl demanded by the verls not felt solidarity the n_atural and e.xclu-.end of Empire’, sponsored by the Council of the
situation in which Hindus and Muslimssive preserve of the nation? And, since itjumanities, the Council on Regional Studies, The
found themselves. The Hindu elite frewas widely accepted that a nation mudbepartment of History and the Shelby Cullom
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