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The Muslim League

When the provinces attained full self-government an even acuter phase of this rivalry opened. Government means patronage, and patronage is in the gift of Ministers. On the eve of the election of 1937 in the United Provinces a leading Muslim politician who had hitherto belonged to the Congress party, deserted it, because he thought it would be defeated, and went over to the Muslim League with his following. He was mistaken: Congress was victorious and formed the Ministry. This man then asked to be taken back to the fold and rewarded with a Cabinet post. Very naturally, but perhaps unwisely, Congress refused -- as any British party in a like case would have done. The consequences were unfortunate and to the English mind rather astonishing. The Muslim League redoubled its attacks on Congress, and on the strength of this and similar cases accused it of being a totalitarian party which sought to monopolise power. It does claim to govern a province when it wins a majority, but it has been fair and even generous in giving posts to its own Muslim adherents. This is party government, as commonly understood. In absurdly violent language the Muslim League began to talk of persecution in the Congress provinces, and even of "atrocities".
 There was nothing in this charge; if there had been, the Governors would have interfered -- which they never did. British propaganda since the failure of the Cripps Mission has done its utmost to discredit Congress, but it has refrained from repeating this charge of "persecution", which would have been the most effective weapon it could have used.

For an objective judgment of the Indian crisis it is essential to have same idea of the extent to which the Muslim League may fairly claim to speak for the Mohammedan Community. Mr Jinnah frequently asserts that he represents 100 millions out of the 81 millions of Muslims in British India. This is an extreme claim. Even if we add the Princes' States there are only 94 millions in the whole Peninsula. There is only one satisfactory test to which we can appeal, but it may be out-of-date-the general election in the provinces in 1937. On that occasion less than one in four of the successful Muslim candidates (110 out of 482) stood under the League's auspices. Since 1937 it has undoubtedly gained ground. It had then no following in the Punjab, where it now has a hold. Elsewhere it has done well in byelections, though I can discover no record of these sufficiently detailed to be trustworthy. Undoubtedly large numbers of the wealthy, conservative Muslim landowners have rallied to it. Conspicuous among them are the great landlords of Oudh, the taluqdars, who have often played a turbulent part in Indian history. This process may have been assisted by the official practice adopted during Lord Linlithgow's long tenure of the viceregal office of treating it not merely as the chief but as the sole exponent of Mohammedan opinion. No other Muslim organisation was mentioned even in the White Paper dealing with the Cripps Mission. The semi-official news agency shows the same tendency. This preference has raised its prestige and may have increased its membership. It is the oldest of the political bodies drawn from this community, for it was founded in 1906 with the object of "promoting loyalty to the British Government" and placing before it "in temperate language" the aspirations of the Muslim community.

Some estimate of Muslim opinion outside the League we must try to form, though I know of no reliable figures. To begin with, there are the Muslims within Congress, an unknown but considerable number, which includes some able and influential personalities. Secondly, the Shiah sect, about 20 per cent of theMuslim population, has in the past held aloof from the League. Then there is an organisation which represents the orthodox Sunni theologians and preachers, the Jamiat-ul-Ulema (Hind), which claims 200,000 members, a large number, since it has a high educational test. It has always been friendly to Congress and has made several political pronouncements in its sense. This is a highly significant fact, since it suggests that religious differences are not the real root of the quarrel between Congress -and the League. If Congress were an intolerant Hindu body, these orthodox Muslim divines would not march on parallel lines with it. We may discover a useful clue to the quarrel, when we note that the Conference representing the big Momin community has also, and quite recently, adopted resolutions which repeated the demands of Congress and opposed the policy of the League. The Momins are diffused over most of northern India and claim, I cannot say with what right; to amount to about half the Muslim population. Some are Shiahs, and they are said to be somewhat lax in their beliefs, but the significant fact about them is that they include a large part of the Mohammedan working-class, for they are by trade either cultivators or weavers. Their ancestors were once Hindus of the lower castes. They are poor men who cannot organise easily, and it would be misleading to suggest that their Conference has them all consciously behind it. Most of them are illiterate and many are voteless. Here we are obviously in the presence of a class antagonism between these proletarian Muslims and the landowners of Mr Jinnah's League. The same cleavage confronts us in the great province of Bengal, where the biggest Muslim party, as tested by the election of 1937, is the Krishak Praja Party, a moderate peasants' organisation. Its somewhat opportunist leader, Mr Fazlul Haq, is still premier of Bengal and an opponent of the League. In the Punjab there are the Ahrars, an organisation of tenant-farmers. Again, in the province of Sind, the leading Muslim organisation was in 1937 the Azad Independent Party, which formed under Mr Allah Bug a coalition ministry with Congress support. As everyone knows, the North-West Frontier province, almost solidly Muslim, had a Congress Ministry. It is said that its Pathan leader, Abdul Gaffur Khan, who used to be called "the Frontier Gandhi", has recently resigned' his membership of Congress. That may be so, but whatever change his opinions may have undergone is not congenial to the authorities, for like Gandhi himself he is in prison: This survey is summary, and incomplete
, but I will not weary the reader with further details. The broad fact is that the workers and peasants of Mohammedan India are not behind the Muslim League, and wherever they have managed to organise, they are opposed to it. But over the vast spaces of India it is not easy for poor men to organise on a nation-wide scale, especially if the official world in Delhi looks askance at them. Under all the political ferment in India, which seems on the surface to turn on constitutional issues and differences of religious belief, the underlying reality is this class cleavage. It is overshadowed today by the struggle against the Empire for independence. Tomorrow it will have to be faced. Already from their palaces the great landlords can see their peasants, Muslims and Hindus together, in the more advanced regions, marching in procession behind banners which display the hammer and sickle. That portent has caused them to rally to the League: Its appeal to religion offers the best hope of keeping their tenants divided. Like every privileged class, they must divide to rule. How far in this tactic they are succeeding, only a skilled observer on the spot could confidently say. For my own part, while I concede that the League has on its side wealth, social prestige and most of the press, which in India as elsewhere is necessarily in the service of property, I am content to point out that it is far from representing the whole of this community, and even after making due allowance for its recent growth, I doubt if it can speak for most of it. It may be inevitable that the tension between the two communities should increase as the decisive hour approaches which will fix the shape of India's future. For my part, after a long experience of similar feuds between Muslims and Christians in Turkey, I doubt whether even in India the root of the quarrel really is the difference of religious belief. None the less, where the usurer is a Hindu and the debtors Muslim peasants, or where Muslims are imported, as sometimes happens, to break a strike of Hindu workers, a tinge of fanaticism will colour the quarrel. When that happens the result may be, in the slums of some of the larger towns, an outbreak of communal rioting. The tragic consequence of this struggle is that it divides, by an unreal partition, the mass of India's workers and peasants, whose interests are identical.

Pakistan
Under Mr Jinnah's leadership, the Muslim League has now driven this feud to an extremity at which no compromise seems possible. This formidable man is as able as he is unbending, and he has brought the League under his own personal sway. A wealthy and successful lawyer, he was popular in Bombay and was during a great part of his political life a prominent figure m the Congress party, until a sharp dispute separated him from Gandhi. He is the last man who would naturally gravitate towards a party based on religion. He belongs to a sect commonly classed as heretical, and is linked by ties of marriage with the Parsi community. Though he wields immense power, he is not widely known to the masses, even of his own faith.

Mr Jinnah's case is so simple and trenchant that it can be stated in a few lines. He denies the existence of an Indian nation and maintains that two distinct nations inhabit this peninsula, one Muslim, the other Hindu. Accordingly he proclaims the refusal of the Muslim minority to bow to the will of this alien Hindu majority. The only possible solution is separation. He therefore demands the creation of "independent sovereign States" in the North-Western and Eastern parts of the peninsula. To this Muslim State or States he gives the name of Pakistan.

If we grant Mr Jinnah's premises his conclusion is irresistible. If Muslims and Hindus have in fact so little in common that they cannot work together as a nation, then they had better separate peacefully. To coerce even one unwilling province into an Indian federation would be criminal folly: But is the cleavage as deep as Mr Jinnah now declares it to be? If so, it is strange that this able man should have discovered this basic fact of Indian life only in the cast phase of a long public career. But, as we have seen, over the greater part of the field of political action, whether in the provinces or at the Centre, religion does not naturally intrude, and with a modicum of good sense need never intrude. The tendency in the two bigger Muslim provinces, the Punjab and Bengal, which have worked the present Constitution smoothly, is towards an alignment of parties on the basis of economic interests and functions. In the former, the Unionist Party, which represents mainly the landlords, is composed of Hindus and Sikhs as well as Muslims, and it enjoys a secure majority. In Bengal, after some vicissitudes, a coalition holds office composed of the Muslim Peasant Party with a mainly Hindu group, which has a similar agrarian policy and formerly belonged to the Congress Party. In both these provinces Muslims and Hindus have made the discovery that religious differences need -be no obstacle to co-operation for common economic ends.

In effect Mr Jinnah's position is that democracy is unworkable in India. Assuredly democracy can work smoothly only within a relatively homogeneous society, conscious of a unity that dwarfs the differences  within it. Whenever two races; two religions or two classes flatly deny this unity, a revolutionary situation has arisen, which must end ether in civil war or partition. Mr Jinnah's Logic seems flawless, until one notices that he applies it to any future Indian Federation, but not to the existing provinces. In all of these there is a religious minority, sometimes Muslim, sometimes Hindu. But in fact, in their Legislatures, it does not happen-I think one may say it never happens-that a solid majority of one creed votes down a solid minority of the other. It is not apparent why an oppression which does not occur in the provinces must happen fatally and all the time at the Centre. This picture which Mr Jinnah has conjured up of three Hindus invariably voting down one helpless Muslim is a creation of his fancy. This is a fallacy which democracy has often had to surmount. When the Levellers proposed manhood suffrage, Cromwell resisted on the ground that the landless majority would use their votes to abolish property. That fear delayed the coming of democracy to England for more than two centuries. The same ancient fallacy delayed the enfranchisement of women, for they too had a slight majority and might all have combined to vote down men. In fact the three Hindus are divided among themselves on lines of class and caste and will promptly bid against each other for the Muslim's support. In the last resort he is a tough fellow, capable of set#= defence, and there are ninety millions of him. This nightmare of Mr Jinnah's seems plausible only because we choose to classify Indians on theocratic lines.

Let us now examine Mr Jinnah's practical solution, which has some manifest flaws. In the first place it would leave nearly a third of the Muslim population of British India still exposed to the mercy of the Hiindu majority outside Pakistan, while within it there would be a big Hindu and a small Sikh minority. An exchange of populations has been suggested-a proposal as difficult to realise as it is repugnant. The uprooted Dravidian millions would find themselves in a strange land speaking an Aryan tongue. Again, it is hardly conceivable that Bengal as a whole should be included in Pakistan, for it has a Hindu minority numbering z5 millions. If its Western portion were detached, the Sikhs of the Punjab would also ask to be excluded, while the Muslims of Assam might wish to be included. Again, it is not clear whether Bengal, separated from the Muslim North-West by a vast intervening territory, would farm part of Pakistan or stand alone. Some have proposed to carve out a connecting corridor. So do the complications multiply : Indian geography is not as simple as Mr Jinnah's logic.
The plausible aspect of the scheme is that the North-West of India, predominantly Muslim, does form a compact territory. To its three provinces (Punjab, Sind and N.W. Frontier} the State of Kashmir and tribal Baluchistan could be added. Some exponents of the scheme hope for a union with Afghanistan. In this way a bi-g and overwhelmingly Muslim territory could be pieced together, speaking languages or dialects which are closely akin. But would this new birth be capable of life? Some of its territory is desert, or barren mountain, and much of it sparsely peopled. If the Punjab is relatively prosperous, the rest of it is poor. Two of these provinces, Sind and the North-~tVest Frontier, have a standing deficit in their Budgets, which compelled them to draw on the Centre. In Pakistan they would have to sponge on the Punjab. Worse still, the cost of defending the Frontier would fall on Pakistan. This is a formidable charge which accounted for a large part of India's military expenditure. It might be reduced by constructive aid to the wild tribes of the mountains, in the shape of roads, schools and assistance for the very little they can hope to develop in the way of industry and agriculture. Something has been done on these lines: more might be attempted, but, like blockhouses and barracks, it would cost money.
Some resources and advantages Pakistan can boast. It has a good port in Karachi. It is rich in rivers, as important for irrigation as for hydro-electricity. The coal it is said to possess in Baluchistan and Kashmir is of doubtful value and is still unworked. There is oil near Lahore, which for one reason or another has been worked only on a small scale. With these resources Pakistan could develop a number of light industries: a cotton industry already exists. But this country possesses neither iron ore nor coking coal. It follows that it could not create a heavy industry. It would remain a chiefly agricultural country, whose fertile regions wouldbear the cost of defending and policing its deserts and mountains. This is not from the economic standpoint an alluring prospect, nor would it seem promising to a modern soldier. Man-power Pakistan would have of the first quality-though its Mohammedan soldiers are no better than the Sikhs and Rajputs. But it could never manufacture its own tanks, guns and aircraft, nor has it an exportable surplus of primary products of a volume that would enable it to import in sufficient quantities these indispensable aids to a just cause. In other words, until we can look forward to a disarmed world, the independence of Pakistan would be somewhat nominal. This conclusion may be at variance with the daydreams of the more chauvinistic Muslims. I have heard them boasting of the ease with which they could re-conquer Hindu India. They forget its steel mills, no less than its millions and its Mahrattas. If they imagine that Pakistan, standing on its own feet, could become a first-rate military Power, they are living in the past.

We have still to consider the relationship of Bengal to Pakistan. Bengal is a relatively wealthy province, densely peopled, well watered and in its Western districts it has a growing heavy industry. It could meet the deficits of the poorer provinces: it might be able to pay for the defence of the North-West Frontier, But why should it take these burdens on its shoulders? With its participation, if it came in as a single whole, Pakistan might be capable of life: without it, the flimsy project loses much of its attraction. But it would be monstrous to force all Bengal into Pakistan. Its Muslim population is fairly compact and inhabits the region most distant from the rest of Pakistan-the East. The rest of Bengal, with its 25 million Hindus, cannot with any show of equity be included. It, however, is the industrial region. On the other hand, would the Bengalis consent to the division of their province? They took to terrorism when Lord Curzon did it and forced Lord Morley to undo his partition, though there was much to be said far it on the score of administrative convenience. The unity of their province is dear to them and they are proud of their language. It is unlikely that a majority of the Bengali Muslims will ever vote for Pakistan, and certain that in any plebiscite of the whole population it would be overwhelmingly defeated. It is hardly necessary to probe further into the absurdities of this proposal. How, for example, will the army of Western Pakistan ensure the defence of this remote and isolated Eastern Province? The Bengali Muslims, it may be noted, do not rank as a "martial race"; though that is no proof that they lack the military virtues. With Bengal, Pakistan would become at once a financial possibility and a geographical absurdity. Without Bengal, it is difficult to believe that the shrewd Punjabis will ever shoulder the economic burdens Mr Jinnah's scheme would entail.

The reader may wish to know what support the demand for Pakistan can claim. The question cannot be answered with confidence. Outside the ranks of the Muslim League, whose total membership is not known; it can have little or no support, nor should it be assumed that all its members take the idea seriously. Mr Jinnah's position seems to be that the demand of the League is enough and he requires that the British Government and other Indian parties shall assent to it unconditionally. It is significant that he rejected Sir Stafford Cripps' suggestion of a plebiscite of the whole electorate in the provinces he claims. At that time it was doubtful whether any of them would have yielded even a bare majority and certain that some of them would have rejected it. Mr Jinnah subsequently suggested a plebiscite of the Muslim electorate alone in these provinces-a test which no impartial authority could regard as appropriate. It may be that the idea is gaining in acceptance as men despair of a communal settlement. There is, however, a rather widespread doubt as to whether Mr Jinnah himself is in earnest over this scheme. Is he soberly bent on realising it, or is it merely a bargaining counter, or a device for postponing indefinitely a federation of India on lines to which he is opposed? I do not know the answer to this question, but it is possible that though the plan may have been adopted originally as a tactical expedient, it has now become a political ideal which must be taken in earnest. My reason for supposing that Mr Jinnah may have an eventual compromise in mind is that he has several times said that he would be prepared to co-operate with Hindus on terms of parity. That would be his condition for joining a National Government as an interim arrangement for the conduct of the war. This is from his standpoint a logical proposal. If Muslims and Hindus are two separate nations, then, like Sovereign Powers, they must be regarded as equals. He insists, there fore, that ministerial posts shall be equally divided between them. This is an extravagant claim from a community which includes slightly less than a quarter of India's population. Hindus might be wise to accept it as a temporary concession during the war, but as a permanent rule it would prove intolerable. If it were to be pressed to its logical extreme, this principle of parity would also require equality of numbers in the representative assembly of the Federation.
If this should prove to be the only way of escape from a deplorable deadlock, it might be preferable to imitate the structure of the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy. Its two halves formed separate States, united by the link of the Habsburg Crown, but they enjoyed internal free trade, a common system of defence, a common foreign policy and a linked system of communications. Delegations from their two Parliaments met to discuss their common affairs. It was not an easy system to work and it threw a heavy responsibility on the Crown. On this analogy, Pakistan and Hindustan would form two distinct federations, which would conduct their common affairs on a footing of parity. These common affairs would necessarily be confined to a somewhat limited field, but at least in this way economic conflict and civil war would be avoided, and the two would present a single front to the external world. But the British Crown could not serve as the indispensable link. The Indian fear that it would "rule to divide." would render that expedient unacceptable. There is nothing to be said for this solution, save that it would be preferable to total separation. Separation few Englishmen could contemplate without a sense of defeat. Of the benefits which British rule has conferred on this peninsula, one stands out conspicuous and indisputable. We have given it unity, and with unity both internal peace and a vast free market for the produce of all its factories and fields. It obeyed a single system of law and there is in its world of thought the prospect of a marriage of cultures which it would be wicked to divorce. To erect once again a cactus hedge across this peninsula would be a crime against civilisation.

� The real charges, as Mr Guy Wint summarises them (India and Democracy, p: 179, were that Congress discriminated against Muslims in the public services, aided popular movements in the States of Muslim princes, used its tricolour as the national flag, taught children in its schools to salute portraits of Gandhi and to sing a national anthem containing "objectionable sentiments"; finally, that it favoured Hindustani as against Urdu (see p: 82 above). All this, even if true, is pretty trivial and could surely be set right without splitting India in two. As to the last accusation, it is true that Gandhi takes a stiff Hindu attitude in the question of the script to be used for these two forms of the lingua franca. That is regretable, but two scripts for the same language can hardly be taught in one school.


� I have not included the Khaksars, a growing party with a Nazi ideology. It is equally opposed to Congress and the Muslim League, which it denounces as the. party of the rich.
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