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ABSTRACT:

This paper examines the historical development of
communalism in India, tracing its origins from the colonial
period to the post-independence era. It contends that
communalism was not an intrinsic feature of Indian society but
rather a socio-political construct that emerged under British
colonial rule. The British "divide and rule" policy, along with
the implementation of communal electorates and the
categorization of religious communities in the census, solidified
communal divisions. After independence, the newly-formed
Indian state inherited these challenges, struggling to foster
national cohesion while addressing the lasting effects of communal tensions. The paper also explores how
socio-economic disparities, political mobilization based on religious identities, and failures in maintaining
secular governance have intensified communalism in modern India. By analyzing both colonial and post-
colonial perspectives, this study aims to provide a deeper understanding of the persistent factors shaping
communal dynamics in contemporary India.
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INTRODUCTION:

Communalism in India is a longstanding and multifaceted issue rooted in the country’s socio-
political history. It involves the political mobilization of religious identities, often leading to tensions
and conflicts between communities. Although communal identities have existed for centuries, the rise of
communalism as a structured political phenomenon is largely attributed to colonial policies and the
socio-political changes introduced during British rule. The colonial administration, guided by its "divide
and rule" strategy, deepened religious divisions through measures such as the introduction of separate
electorates, religion-based census classifications, and communal representation. These policies
institutionalized communal divisions and laid the foundation for the communal conflicts that followed.

In the post-colonial period, independent India faced the daunting task of addressing the
communal legacy left by the British. Despite efforts to build a secular and inclusive nation-state,
communal tensions persisted and, at times, intensified. The political landscape of post-independence
India witnessed the rise of communal parties and movements driven by socio-economic inequalities,
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political opportunism, and identity-based mobilization. Communalism, therefore, is not merely a
colonial relic but an evolving phenomenon that continues to manifest in different forms in
contemporary India.

This paper explores the historical trajectory of communalism from both colonial and post-
colonial perspectives. By analyzing key events, policies, and socio-political factors, it seeks to provide a
comprehensive understanding of how communalism emerged, evolved, and remains a significant
challenge in modern India.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
The primary aim of this study is to investigate the historical origins and evolution of

communalism in India, focusing on both the colonial and post-colonial periods. It seeks to offer a

nuanced understanding of how communalism emerged, developed, and continues to shape Indian

society and politics. The study’s specific objectives are as follows:

1. To trace the historical roots of communalism in India during British colonial rule and analyze how
colonial policies facilitated its growth.

2. To examine the socio-political and economic factors that influenced the formation of communal
identities and conflicts in the colonial period.

3. To assess the impact of partition and the post-independence nation-building process on communal
relations in modern India.

4. To analyze the role of state policies, political mobilization, and socio-economic inequalities in
sustaining communalism in post-colonial India.

5. To identify key events, movements, and political strategies that have contributed to communal
tensions in contemporary India.

6. To explore potential pathways for reducing communal conflicts and fostering communal harmony
in a diverse society like India.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The concept of communalism in India has been widely studied by historians, political scientists,
and sociologists, each offering diverse perspectives on its origins, evolution, and persistence in post-
colonial India. This literature review provides an overview of key scholarly works and theoretical
approaches that examine the roots and trajectory of communalism in the Indian context.

Colonial Roots of Communalism

Historians such as Bipan Chandra, Mushirul Hasan, and Gyanendra Pandey argue that
communalism in India is not an ancient phenomenon but a colonial construct. Bipan Chandra, in
Communalism in Modern India, identifies communalism as a distinct political ideology that emerged
under British rule, driven by the colonial policy of divide and rule. He highlights how the introduction of
separate electorates through the Morley-Minto Reforms of 1909 institutionalized communal identities.

Mushirul Hasan’s research further illustrates how colonial policies politicized religious
identities, gradually eroding India’s composite cultural traditions. Gyanendra Pandey, in The
Construction of Communalism in Colonial North India, adopts a subaltern perspective, emphasizing how
colonial power structures and narratives sought to categorize and control Indian society along religious
lines, shaping communalism as a political and social reality.

Partition and Post-Colonial Perspectives

The partition of India in 1947 was a defining moment in the history of communalism. Scholars
like Ian Talbot and Ayesha Jalal have extensively documented how the violence and displacement
during partition left lasting scars on India’s socio-political landscape. Ayesha Jalal, in The Sole
Spokesman, examines the role of political leadership in deepening communal divisions during the pre-
partition years.
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In the post-colonial context, Partha Chatterjee and Sudipta Kaviraj explore the challenges faced
by the Indian state in addressing communalism while striving to construct a secular, democratic nation.
Chatterjee critiques the post-colonial state’s inability to effectively manage religious diversity, while
Kaviraj highlights the contradictions in India’s nation-building process that often marginalized certain
communities, exacerbating communal tensions.

Contemporary Perspectives and Communal Violence

Recent scholarship has turned its focus toward the growing influence of right-wing politics and
the role of communalism in contemporary Indian politics. Christophe Jaffrelot’s The Hindu Nationalist
Movement and Indian Politics provides a detailed analysis of the rise of Hindutva ideology and the
political mobilization of religious identities in modern India.

Paul Brass, in The Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence in Contemporary India, introduces the
concept of "institutionalized riot systems," where communal violence is not spontaneous but a carefully
orchestrated tool of political manipulation aimed at maintaining communal tensions for electoral
benefits.

Gaps and Emerging Areas of Study

While significant research exists on the historical and political dimensions of communalism,
newer studies are expanding the focus to its socio-economic aspects and the role of media in shaping
communal narratives. Emerging research also emphasizes the lived experiences of marginalized
communities, highlighting how communalism disproportionately affects women and minorities. These
evolving perspectives continue to broaden the scope of communalism studies, offering deeper insights
into its complex and multifaceted nature.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative and historical approach to examine the origins and evolution of
communalism in India across both the colonial and post-colonial periods. It relies on a critical analysis
of primary and secondary sources to develop a comprehensive understanding of how communalism
emerged, evolved, and persisted over time. The methodology is organized into five key components:

1. Historical Analysis

e The research draws on historical records, archival documents, government reports, and colonial
administrative policies to trace the roots of communalism. Key events such as the introduction of
separate electorates, the partition of India, and major communal riots are analyzed in detail.

e Speeches, writings, and correspondence of political leaders from the colonial and post-colonial
periods are examined to understand their roles in shaping communal politics and identity-based
mobilization.

2. Literature Review and Textual Analysis
A critical review of existing scholarly literature forms the foundation for understanding various
perspectives on communalism. Works by leading historians, political scientists, and sociologists are
analyzed to construct a coherent narrative.

e Textual analysis of books, journal articles, and contemporary media reports provides insights into
the evolving socio-political discourse surrounding communalism.

w

. Case Study Method
The study incorporates case studies of key events such as the partition of India (1947), the anti-Sikh
riots (1984), the Babri Masjid demolition (1992), and the Gujarat riots (2002) to illustrate how
communalism has manifested in different historical contexts.
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o These case studies offer real-world examples that contextualize the theoretical framework and
highlight the shifting nature of communalism in India over time.

4. Analytical Framework

e An interdisciplinary approach is employed, combining historical, political, and sociological theories
to analyze the data. The study draws on concepts such as Benedict Anderson’s theory of imagined
communities and Paul Brass’s theory of communal violence to interpret the findings.

e [t focuses on identifying patterns and continuities between colonial and post-colonial
communalism, emphasizing both structural factors and situational triggers.

5. Ethical Considerations

o The research adheres to academic integrity and ethical standards, ensuring that the analysis
remains objective and unbiased. Sensitive topics such as communal violence and identity politics
are addressed with care and consideration of their broader social impact.

DISCUSSION

The historical roots of communalism in India are closely tied to the socio-political changes
introduced during British colonial rule. Although religious identities existed in pre-colonial India,
communalism as a political ideology emerged largely due to colonial administrative policies and
practices. This discussion focuses on the key factors that led to the rise of communalism in both colonial
and post-colonial contexts, highlighting the continuity and transformation of its manifestations over
time.

Colonial Policies and the Institutionalization of Communalism

The British colonial administration played a pivotal role in institutionalizing communal
divisions. The Morley-Minto Reforms of 1909, which introduced separate electorates for religious
communities, marked a crucial turning point by converting religious distinctions into political
competition. The 1871 census, which categorized Indians by religion, reinforced communal identities
and encouraged the perception of religious communities as distinct and competing political entities.

Historians argue that the colonial strategy of "divide and rule" deliberately promoted divisions
between Hindus and Muslims to weaken emerging nationalist unity. During this period, communal
organizations like the Hindu Mahasabha and the Muslim League aligned their political agendas with
religious identities. This growing communal consciousness ultimately culminated in the partition of
India in 1947, a traumatic event that left a permanent mark on communal relations in the subcontinent.

Partition and Its Aftermath

The partition of India was accompanied by one of the most violent episodes of communal
conflict in history. The mass displacement, loss of life, and widespread trauma deepened communal
animosities. Post-independence India faced the enormous challenge of nation-building while addressing
the lingering scars of partition. Although the Indian Constitution established secularism as a core
principle, the post-colonial state struggled to fully overcome the legacy of communalism.

Post-Colonial Politics and the Rise of Communalism

In independent India, communalism became increasingly organized and politically driven.
While the early years of independence emphasized secularism and national integration, subsequent
decades saw the rise of identity-based politics. Political parties began mobilizing religious communities
for electoral gains, exploiting communal sentiments to consolidate vote banks and deepen divisions.

The demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992 and the subsequent riots marked a turning point in
India’s communal history. It symbolized the growing influence of right-wing religious nationalism in
politics. Scholars like Paul Brass argue that communal violence in post-colonial India is often the result
of deliberate political manipulation rather than spontaneous religious hatred. The Gujarat riots of 2002
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further demonstrated how communal violence could be systematically planned and executed for
political purposes.

Socio-Economic Factors and Communalism

Socio-economic factors have also played a significant role in sustaining communalism. Economic
disparities, unemployment, and competition for resources have often intensified communal tensions,
especially in urban areas. Communal riots frequently occur in regions with pronounced socio-economic
inequalities, providing fertile ground for communal ideologies to take root and spread.

The Role of Media in Shaping Communal Narratives

In recent years, media has become a critical tool in shaping and amplifying communal
narratives. Both traditional and social media have been criticized for spreading misinformation and
communal propaganda. With the rise of digital media, communal ideologies now have a far wider reach,
often with destructive consequences, fueling hatred and mistrust between communities.

Continuity and Change

A recurring theme in the study of communalism is the continuity of its core dynamics from the
colonial to the post-colonial period, despite changes in form and intensity. While colonial communalism
stemmed largely from British administrative practices, post-colonial communalism is deeply embedded
in the socio-political and economic structures of independent India. The underlying factors—identity
politics, political opportunism, and socio-economic inequalities—remain remarkably consistent across
both periods.

Moving Forward: Towards Communal Harmony

Addressing communalism requires a multi-pronged strategy. Policy interventions must focus on
reducing socio-economic inequalities, promoting inclusive development, and strengthening secular
institutions. Civil society and educational institutions play a critical role in fostering communal
harmony by promoting shared cultural values and a national identity that transcends religious
differences. Only through sustained efforts can India move toward a more inclusive and harmonious
society.

CONCLUSION

The roots of communalism in India can be traced back to the socio-political changes introduced
during British colonial rule. Policies such as the implementation of separate electorates, the census-
based classification of religious communities, and the infamous divide-and-rule strategy
institutionalized communal divisions and laid the groundwork for identity-based politics. The partition
of India in 1947 was the most catastrophic consequence of these divisions, leaving behind a painful
legacy that continues to influence communal relations in the post-colonial era.

In independent India, communalism took on new forms, driven by political opportunism, socio-
economic inequalities, and the growing politicization of religious identities. Despite the Indian
Constitution’s commitment to secularism and equality, communal tensions and recurring outbreaks of
violence reveal the difficulty of fully realizing these ideals. Political parties, biased media narratives, and
systemic inequalities have frequently stoked communal sentiments, marginalizing certain communities
and deepening societal divisions.

Addressing communalism requires a comprehensive strategy that emphasizes inclusive
development, strengthens secular institutions, and promotes interfaith dialogue and understanding.
Education and civil society must play a central role in countering communal ideologies and fostering a
culture of mutual respect and harmony. Ultimately, overcoming communalism calls for sustained efforts
to bridge divides, uphold democratic values, and build a shared national identity that celebrates India’s
rich diversity.
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