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explanatory value whereas the concept of 
public sphere advanced by Habermas has 
considerable salience. He discounts the 
applicability of print-capitalism on the 
grounds that “[s]ubstantial investment of 
the kind we could comfortably call ‘capi-
talist’ arrived [in Kerala] only after inde-
pendence” whereas print came in the 19th 
century “as a handicraft and remained so 
well into the 20th century” (p 277). He 
goes on to argue that even if we accept a 
broader understanding of capitalism that 
underpinned the spread of print in the 
19th century, “this process did not lead to 
an intense movement based on Malay-
alam” (p 277). These are precarious 
grounds. Even by the terms Jeffrey accepts, 
it is difficult to understand why a newspa-
per established by a Syrian Christian busi-
ness family in the late 19th century and 
which actively fostered capitalist expan-
sion by the community should be consid-
ered a “handicraft” rather than “a form of 
industry carried on by machinery”. Further, 

while Malayalam undergirded a broader 
notion of region, even before the British 
era, it would be hazardous to suggest that 
this should have provided a ready base for 
a strong Kerala nationalism with the 
a rrival of print. 

Contrary to what Jeffrey suggests, mar-
riages and social relations were regulated 
not only along caste lines but also along 
smaller regions. Well into the early dec-
ades of the 20th century, women from 
north Malabar were ostracised for cross-
ing its boundaries. The late 19th and early 
20th century marked the effort to develop 
a sense of community across the broader 
region. Jeffrey makes no reference to the 
strong subnational identities that print has 
contributed to without fuelling secessio-
nism. On the contrary, his narrative 
a ssumes questionably that the salience of 
print capitalism lies more n arrowly in a 
process of imagining community on the 
basis of print-language c orresponding to 
the western experience. 

With respect to the notion of the public 
sphere, he argues that in Kerala, “the social 
turbulence of the 20th century happened 
in a ‘public sphere’, which was made possi-
ble partly by the spread of print, p ublishing 
and newspapers” (p 279). This a ssertion 
helps illustrate a problem that straddles 
the two parts of the book, i e, the separa-
tion and inability to reconcile two aspects 
that are posed as critical to the shaping of 
modern Kerala – politics, which was played 
out importantly in the public sphere, and 
the position of women, emerging from cul-
ture (and family) but with i mplications for 
their public profile. D ebates in the public 
sphere in the early 20th century, when 
print was still in its scarce mode, contrib-
uted to shaping new ideals and norms of 
gender that are not only far removed from 
those sustained by m atriliny but also ren-
dered politics hostile to women.
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Filling Historical Gaps 
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Papiya Ghosh’s last book, released 
posthumously almost three years 
after her tragic death in 2006 is a 

work of great acumen involving tireless 
research, impeccable originality of argu-
ments and findings based on an exhaus-
tive exploration of sources. The valuable 
manuscript was almost lost but for its 
r etrieval from the stolen computer held in 
police custody by the author’s younger sis-
ter Tuktuk Kumar who on behalf of Papiya, 
makes poignant acknowledgement to all 
associated with the effort that helped in 
the final publication of the book. Kumar 
also reveals that the author had planned a 
trilogy but unfortunately that was not to 
be in her lifetime. 

The introduction written by Papiya is es-
sentially the summary wherein the out-
lines of the proposed six chapters are 
d elineated. The sixth chapter remained un-
finished and hence unpublished. The book 
carries an elucidative foreword by Kamran 
Asdar Ali (teacher of anthropo logy at the 

University of Texas) who gives a contextual 
introduction to the theme of identity poli-
tics as taken up by Papiya. Ali discusses 
the incongruent political articulations 
shared by individuals and political parties 
on the issue of nationa lity and community 
identity. He explains the d ifferences of 
opinion within the C ommunist Party of In-
dia (CPI) on the Partition which in the con-
clusive decade of the 1940s f avoured the 
Muslims’ right to self-determination as a 
distinct nationality, but a fter the creation 
of Pakistan dubbed it a result of the Muslim 
League’s reactionary politics. 

Homeless Migrants

Though focused on Bihar’s politics during 
the 1940s, Papiya successfully attempts to 
unravel the larger issues dominating the 
history of south Asia that led to the m aking 

of the homeless muhajirs (migrants).The 
exposition entails diverse political articula-
tions premised along concerns of identity, 
religion, class and community with several 
points of symmetry and divergence. The 
first chapter begins with a thrust on the 
mobilisation sought by the Congress’ 
M uslim mass contact initiative popularly 
called the Rabita-e-Awam, in order to wean 
the Muslims away from the separatist Mus-
lim League in the 1930s. The C ongress and 
the League contested at the popular level, 
each seeking Muslim m embership, and 
desperately wanting to broaden their base 
in Bihar. The League’s argument was that 
the community rights of the putative 
M uslim community faced a threat from the 
Congress, who it felt was responsible for 
the “Hindu Raj” during the 1937-39 minis-
try. The Congress defended the swaraj
(self-rule) agenda in the pre- and post-
ministry phase by claiming that it hinged 
on Hindu Muslim unity. The Congress also 
attempted to enlist the s upport of the 
M omins (a community of Muslim weav-
ers) in this regard. The M omins formed a 
formidable section of B ihar’s Muslim popu-
lation, primarily e nter taining a nationalist 
agenda with equal concerns for the bira-
dari (community) as enumerated in their 
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leader A Q Ansari’s d emand for preferen-
tial treatment in g overnment services and 
education (p 101). 

The Momin Conference’s support to 
a nti-Pakistan propaganda of the Con-
gress is explicitly dealt with in the fourth 
chapter “Contesting the Sharif: The Mo-
min Conference”. It was articulated that 
the Pakistan scheme upheld the Ashraf 
(elite) interests, served the interests of 
the M uslim aksariyat subas (majority 
provinces) and also that it was “un Islam-
ic, impractical and unpatriotic” to ask for 
d ivision along communal lines. The 
c onference explained that the Muslim 
League’s cry of “Islam in Danger” was in 
fact a ploy to detract the Muslims from 
o rganising themselves. The Bihar Provin-
cial Muslim League’s 1941 i nstruction to 
the Biharis to enrol themselves as Mus-
lims, their language as Urdu and religion 
as I slam and opposition to compulsory 
categorisation of individuals under caste 
and sub-caste heads (p 102) was a case in 
point. The Muslim League contested the 
Momin Conference’s assertions by point-
ing to the egalitarianism of the Muslim 
community. However, it was the Momin 
Conference that provided the most stri-
dent opposition to the idea of P akistan till 
the very end. These authentic revelations 
by Papiya a cquire significant importance 
because deliberations on n ationalist role 
of the Momin class have been missing 
from e rstwhile historical narratives on 
the freedom struggle. Also, the diverse 
M uslim r esponses to the idea of Partition 
have been eclipsed and i gnored so far and 
P apiya deserves credit for effectively fill-
ing up the existing h istorical gaps. 

Propaganda

Undoubtedly, the 1946 riots (fallout of the 
Noakhali riots) remain a watershed in the 
history of Bihar politics for it not only 
r esulted in massive loss of life and property 
but served as the most crucial factor in the 
successive dislocation of the Bihari Mus-
lims in south Asia. The League took re-
course to propaganda against the Con-
gress Muslims particularly by vociferously 
castigating the Congress’ inability to stem 
the riot’s severity or even secure rehabili-
tation of the aggrieved Muslims in the 
after math of the pogroms. Abdul Aziz of 
the Muslim League protested against Syed 

Mahmud’s loyalist inclinations towards 
the Congress by writing to him that “every 
Muslim should belong to the League and 
every Hindu to the Congress”, for it was 
the Congress that had given proof during 
the riots that “Hindus and Muslims are 
two nations” (p 25). For leaders like Syed 
Mahmud, the developments of the 1940s 
proved to be paradoxical. On the one 
hand, he was insulted by members of the 
Muslim Leaguer and on the other he was 
forced to complain to S K Sinha, the Bihar 
premier in 1948 that the “entire Muslims 
were treated as a body of criminals” in the 
post-Partition era. These complaints were 
not without grounds and their intricacies 
have been very candidly explored and 
explai ned by Papiya. 

In the third chapter “Pakistan Move-
ment in Bihar”, Papiya explores the Mus-
lim League’s political performance includ-
ing the effort to make a breakthrough in 
Bihar politics to finally interpreting the 
1946 riots as the reference point in seek-
ing migration in the eventuality of the 
creation of Pakistan. Protagonists of the 
League strove hard to popularise the 
p arty, enabling it to win the 1946 elections 
(it had not contested the 1937 election) 
that led the Dawn (the Muslim League’s 
mouthpiece) to exclaim that “Bihari 
M uslims had given a decisive blow to the 
Congress Muslims”. The Patna based Ima-
rat Shariah (religious and cultural institu-
tion) sought to contest the Pakistan 
scheme through the employment of the 
MuttahidaQaumiyat (composite nationa-
lism) that is well explored by Papiya in the 
second chapter “Muttahida Qaumiyat and 
the Imarat Shariah”. The Imarat Shariah 
and the Jamiat ul Ulama-i-Hind (JUH)
persistently combined the implementation 
of the shariat (the sacred law of Islam) 
with the struggle for independence, link-
ing the cultural autonomy of the millat 
(community) with the attainment of free-
dom for the mulq (country) in collabora-
tion with the Congress. Maulana Sajjad, 
the Imarat’s naib amir (deputy leader) 
summed up the lacunas of the Pakistan 
scheme as un- Islamic and anti-Muslim 
and hence oppo sed Partition and migration 
by Muslims in the 1940s. The tension bet-
ween the Congress and the JUH sharpened 
in the wake of the 1946 riot when the 
l atter’s demands for tribunals to decide 

riot cases, composite police pickets for 
pockets of Muslim habitation, licences for 
those Muslims who wanted to keep arms 
for self-defence and the continuation of 
refugee camps till conditions were favour-
able for the return of the homeless, went 
unheeded by the Congress. The League-
led Muslim Students’ Federation issued a 
pamphlet titled “Divide Bihar” at Gaya in 
April 1947, and deman ded that the 
g overnment should order immediate 
e conomic relief and ensure that Muslims 
settling in Muslim inhabited “pockets” 
(this was considered the most effective 
measure for containing Muslims’ mig-
ration from Bihar) were not assaulted.  
But the Imarat, JUH, League and Con-
gress Muslims were unsuccessful in 
g etting anything concrete in terms of 
r elief and rehabilitation for the uprooted 
Bihari Muslims. These developments of 
the 1940s were instru mental in unleash-
ing the Muhajir problem for had there 
been timely rehabilitation and repatria-
tion it would not have taken on such a 
mammoth and unresolved proportion 
a fflicting the entire south Asian region 
and its politics. 

Virility and Reconversion

In weaving the different strands of identity 
and politics, Papiya also tracks down the 
Hindu communal trajectory in the last 
chapter “Shuddhi, Sangathan and Akhand 
Bharat”. She focuses on the articulation of 
virility and chastity as correlates of shud-
dhi (reconversion) and sangathan(unity)
that predominated the community and 
nation making discourse of the Hindu 
M ahasabha, as distinct from the Gandhi-
an conceptualisation of swaraj, against 
which it was ranged. Some Congress lead-
ers simul taneously held membership of 
the Hindu Mahasabha that irked the secu-
lar forces both within and outside the 
Congress. The assertion of Hindu commu-
nal identity along with the agenda of con-
version preoccupied the Mahasabha’s ac-
tivities in Bihar with the underlying inten-
tion of fusing the varying section of the 
Hindu community in one monolithic 
mould. Not only the Muslims but also the 
prosely tising Christian missionaries were 
oppo sed by the virile Hindus particularly 
in Chhotanagpur and Santhal Parganas 
with the Mahasabha’s insistence that the 
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tribals mention their religion only as “Hin-
duism” (pp 118-19). By the end of the 
1930s, a rgues Papiya, with the dominance 
of Bhai Parma nand and V D Savarkar, the 
Mahasabha became a movement of “ex-
plicit H indu nationalism”, opposed both to 
the Congress and the Muslim League. In 
the aftermath of the 1946 riots, B S Moon-
je and Ganganand Sinha while defending 
the communal Hindus vehemently blamed 
the M uslims for provoking their commu-
nity members by abducting and raping 
Hindu women. Therefore to the virile Hin-
dus, the Muslims “had been paid back in 
their own coin” during 1946. Moonje also 
recounted in one of the meetings at Delhi 
that after the riots, Muslims were so 
frightened that they implored for conver-
sion to Hinduism to ensure “safety of 
their lives”. The extreme communal 
overtones sapped the party itself and the 
H indu Mahasabha suffered a bitter defeat 
in the 1946 elections due to a combina-
tion of factors i ncluding lack of organi-
sation, c oordi nation, paucity of funds 
and the popularity of the Congress. Mat-
ters came to a “halt” for the party after 
M ahatma G andhi’s a ssassination in 1948. 

Papiya Ghosh’s exhaustive explorations 
show clearly the nuances of all major 
p olitical and communal developments in 
Bihar in the 1940s. The position taken by 
the Momin Conference, the Imarat Shariah 
and the JUH challenges the long-standing 
arguments of the Primordialists and the 
Instrumentalists that hold Muslims acting 
in a monolithic fashion and the creation of 
Pakistan to be a result of their unanimity 
of demand. Through a holistic approach, 
she intertwines the different i ssues of iden-
tity, religiosity and nationa lism along 
with their interpretations and usage in the 
final making of community and class iden-
tities, the making of the n ation and those 
excluded in the process. Eminent south 
Asian historian Mushirul Hasan’s argu-
ment reinforces Papiya Ghosh’s findings. 
Hasan argues that:

…the bitter and violent contest over power-
sharing reveals a great deal about three 
m ajor themes that have dominated South 
Asian historiography – colonialism, nation-
alism and communalism. What it does not 
reveal, however, is how partition affected 
millions, uprooted from home and field and 
driven by sheer fear of death to seek safety 
across a line they had neither drawn nor 

desired (Mushirul Hasan, “Partition: The 
H uman Cost” in HistoryToday, Vol 47, 1997). 

Papiya Ghosh in a series of research 
a rticles, her book Partitionand theSouth
Asian Diaspora: Extending the Sub-Conti-
nent and in the present work under review, 
has taken far ahead the entire discourse on 
south Asian politics, something which Has-
an has lamented as “remaining unre-
vealed” from the region’s historiography. 

The book’s introductory coupletwatan
thatoazadidhoondtathaaabazadhoon
towatandhoontahoon(when there was a 
nation, I was searching for freedom, now 
that I am free, I am searching for the 
n ation) singularly encapsulates an aspir-
ant’s yearning for national independence 
c oupled with the accumulated frustra-
tion and agony behind his transforma-
tion into a homeless Muhajirafter inde-
pendence. A must read, this last book of 
Papiya Ghosh is a piece of exemplary 
r esearch and brings to the fore the plight 
of the suffering m illions. 
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