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Colonial 'Muslim' Politics in Bihar 

P API YA G H OS H 

It was regional rather than religious categories that predominated 
among Muslims up until the interventions of reformist orthodoxy and 
political communalism in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
However, these developments occurred in the context of a long-standing 
sense of community among Muslims.1 One that was reinforced by 
inte llectual, economic and political communication as well as a tradi tion 
of free movement among service elites and religious teachers.2 Briefly, 
South Asian Muslims are regarded to have 'acquired ' a sense of political 
communi ty from the late nineteenth century.3 

Critiquing the inclination to construct a 'Muslim identity' solely 
around Islam, to the exclusion of'everything else' Mush irul Hasan has 
questioned the justification of a discussion in terms of an absolute 
Muslim/ Islamic consciousness.4 In that direction this paper considers 
Farzana Shaikh's linking of 'Muslim political action' iit colonial India to 
what she describes as the dominan tlslamically derived political discourse. 5 

A discourse which , she argiles, was common to the well-born ashraf 
Muslims, whether reformist or liberal/ modernist, ag well as the non-
ashraf6 . 

Shaikh's thesis is examined in the con text of the politics of Bihar's 
J amiyatal ulama i Hind and Momin Conference. 7 Both these organizations 
were ranged against the separatist politics of the Muslim League. To sum 
up her argumen t, following its 1937 electoral debacle, what accounted, 
decisively for the Muslim League's claim to represent Indian Muslims 
was its drawing on two motifs that comprised the core of 'Indo-Muslim' 
modernist thinking on ijma or consensus. One, that it could not be the 
exclusive preserve of the ulama (theologians) . The other, that an 
authoritative Muslim consensus could not be equated with a democratic 
majority.8 

To elaborate, these ideas of representation and legitimate rule are 
traced to the influence of Mughal values and the political norms 
governing that tradition.9 These norms, associated with the 'Mongol­
Mughal' ideas of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which later 
comprised the 'heart of sharifculture' hinged on the premise that being 
a 'Muslim' consisted of belonging to and identifying with the ruling 
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power. A correlate notion was that Muslims ('or at least those who 
counted poli tically') formed part of a superior race whose noble foreign 
origins entitled them to a deference not commonly accorded to 
indigenous Indian groups. IO Unsurprisingly for Shaikh, those who 
subscribed to these claims found Western liberal representation 
'fundamentally inadmissible'. In that the one-man-one-vote slogan 
rejected any a priori claims to power and also denied all social and 
political distinctions based on class and race, as legitimate grounds for 
claiming representation. 11 

After the l860s-80s d iverse interpretations of who should constitute 
the ijma of Muslims in India surfaced sharply during the Khilafat 
movement (1919-22). 12 Relying on the late nin eteen th century modernist 
discourse on ijma, the Muslim League asserted that formulating the 
consensus of the modern Muslim community be entrusted not to the 
ulama but an organization oflay Muslims such as itself. 13 Subsequently, 
after the Congress won the 1937 election in six out of eleven provinces, 
an outpaced Jinnah, ' not known ' for his indebtedness to 'Islamic modes 
of thinking' drew on and acknowledged the authori ty of anon-arithmetical 
consensus. All this to establish the 'Muslim' community's 'charismatic' 
character and thus establish its a priori claims to power and leadership. 14 

In a redefinition of the community, the right to parity [ 'with Hindus'), 
postulated a M us lim 'nation ' wh ose right to be represented was disengaged 
from numerical criteria . 15 A corollary of this position was thatMuslimness 
being an elementary condition of legitimate power, not only d id the 
Congress not represent Muslims but as a 'non-Muslim' body it could not 
re present a Muslim consensus.16 

It is Farzana Shaikh's thesis that there was an unmistakable 'awareness 
of the ideal ofMuslim brotherhood , a belief in the superiority ofMuslim 
culture, and a recognition of the belief that Muslims ought to live under 
Muslim governments' right 'across the political spectrum'.'7 Also, as 
me ntioned earlier, 'Muslim assumptions' about the nature of Islamic 
community, its relationsh ip to non-Muslims were more widely shared 
than is commonly acknowledged. Thus the reformist and nationalist 
u lamawho shared the Congress commitment to political independence 
did not share its vision of a secular India. Or its notion of a poli tical society 
with no relation to religious affiliations.18 

I t is beyond the scope of this paper to detail the different strands in the 
Congress Muslim fo rmation , l9 or the Bihar Jamiyat al ulama's frequent 
pre-1947 despairing over its quest for cultural autonomy for Muslims vis­
a-vis Congress governments.20 What is, however , important to note is that 
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while both the broadly Deoband and Aligarh trends regarded the 
Muslims as a distinct cultural community, they took opposite stands 
towards the nationalist movement.21 Clearly, there was no one set of 
'Muslim' assumptions irrespective of the specificities of ideology, class 
and region that underpinned the intersecting explorations of the 
forthcoming status oflslam in South Asia. 

T he J amiyat al ulama, founded in 1919, worked out a theory oflslamic 
nationalism, grounded in the basic tenets of Islam that it deployed 
agains t imperialism and subsequently th e Muslim League's 
communalism :22Thus an importantsection ofthe ulamadid not perceive 
their role only in relation to the community. They developed a theory of 
composite nationalism and intervened in poli tics through an integrated 
alliance with other groups and communities. Thus it was Maulana Abu I 
Kalam Azad 's view that the prophet's covenant with the people of 
Medina [A.D. 628], which included the J ews and pagans, was valid as a 
precedent for other situations and in o ther lands in the subsequent 
history oflslam and was, in particular, pertinent in India.23 O n his part 
Iqbal, the ideologue of the Muslim League, denied that Muslims had ever 
been party to this contractual arrangemen t with non-Muslims.24 

A very central argument against Western representation, attributed by 
Farzana Shaikh to ' Indian Muslims', was that common political interests 
could not emerge in asocietywjwse ' hallmarks were its intense religious 
and racial differences' .25 However, Azad's t·a iJying point in forging 
Hindu-Muslim uni ty for the Khilafat movement was that the divide was 
not one between Muslims and n on-Muslims but between those who do 
not attack Muslims (the Hindus) and those who do (the British). This he 
supported with a quranic quotation.26 

Likewise, thej amiyat al ulama's president, Husain Ahmad Madani, in 
his exchanges with Iqbal in 1938 on his theory of mutahhidah qaumiyat 
(composite nationalism) argued that Indian Muslims, though separate 
from others in religion, were fellow-nationals with other communities 
and groups in Ind ia. In his sche me of things both Muslims and non­
M uslims would be co-paru1ers in creating a society and an administration 
which, though not modelled entirely on the conception of an Islamic 
state, envisaged effective and influential Muslim elements.27 

On the question of nationhood the positions taken by Madani and 
Iqbal were as follows. To the extent that contemporary nations were 
formed and defined by reference to land, Muslims were not a nation, 
according to Madani. However, as a millat (religious community) they 
could co-exist with other religious communities not as a qaum (nation) 
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in the modern sense, but as a qaurn in the Quranic sense; i.e., as part of 

a confederation of religious communities.28 

According to Iqbal, Muslims were a nation not because they occupied 
a particular territorybutbecause theywere bound by a common religious 

ideal. I t was not so much the espousal of 'European political thinking' 
but the fact that the ethical ideal oflslam was incapable of fulfilment in 

India without its embodiment in a poli ty that necessitated the 'national ' 

development of Muslims along territoriallines.29 

In June 1921 the Imarat i Shariah (office for the governance oflslamic 
principles and ideology), a legal-spiritual institution was set up in Bihar, 
as part of Maulana Azad 's Amir-e-Hind scheme in a meeting of the 
Jamiyat al ulama. Projected as a necessity for the guidance ofMuslims in 
non-Islamic states, the Imarat was to owe allegiance to the Khilafat.30 In 

the mid-thirties there was a tussle between the ularna and Western 
edw::ated Muslim over providing electoral leadership to the Bihari 

Muslims. In September 1936 the J amiyat al ulama and Imarat i Shariah 

supported the floating of the Bihar Muslim Independent Party (MIP). 
Working in tandem with the Congress, the MIP aimed at securing a 

guarantee from the Congress that 'Muslim religion and culture be 
preserved and protected in the future constitution oflndia'. In the 1937 
e lection the MIP won the largest number of Muslim seats (15/40) in the 
Bihar legislature.3t 

Three years later, Maul ana Abu! Mohsin Mohammed Sajjad, the naib­

Amir of the Imarat i Shariah and president of the Bihar Jamiyat ul ulama 

i Hind critiqued the Muslim League'sLahore resolution soon after it was 
passed in 1940.32 What he found glaring was the disjuncture be tween the 

League's li tany about the fate of Muslims in provinces such as Bihar 

where they were the aqliat (minority: 10.1 %) and a resolution which only 

envisaged the 'liberation' ofM uslims living in provinces where they were 

the aksariat (majority) via the creation of Pakistan. In the Jamiyat's 
federal scheme of things, all those who lived in Hindustan belonged to 
one nation. More specifically, the aksariatsubah(province) Muslims were 
not prioritized in anyway.33 Moreover, unlike the Pakistan of the Muslim 
League which would confine Islam to the subcontinent's east and west, 
the Imarat i Shariah contempla ted stalling the ka.firistan-ization of 

Hindustan implied by the politicalgeographyofthe imminentPakistan.34 

Subsequently in 1946 the MIP lost out electorally to the Muslim 

League (34/40) and the Momin Conference (5/40). For a while, after 
the October-November 1946 riot in which about 30,000 Muslims were 

killed in Bihar, the Jamiyat was estranged from the Congress, which it 
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blamed for the riot and veered somewhat towards the Muslim League. 

But in the months immediately after the Partition, it had only the deepest 
criticism for 'ten years of wrong politics' as practiced by the Muslim 
League.35 

The Muslim League's denominational politics was also contested by 
the Abdul Qaiyum Ansari led Momin (weavers) Conference, from 
1938.36Jtquestioned the monolithizing qaumspeak of the Muslim League, 

which it argued represented the sharif and not the raz.il (labouring 

people) Muslims. 
The correction of the non-Islamic mzil-sharifdivide was initially taken 

up by setting up an enquiry committee to look into the cases of oppression 
by Muslim zamindars that had been received by the Momin Conference. 
This aspect of it's agenda, however, fell by the wayside with the focus 
shifting to a contestatoryenumeration of the Momins in the 1941 census 

returns. 
The Muslim League's census directive that Muslims were not to record 

their 'caste' was perceived and represented as a deliberate attempt to 

deprive the Momins of their 'rights ', given that they formed the single 
largest group in the community [more than 20% in Bihar], and had in 
fact attempted reclaiming their rights on the basis of their numbers. 

In an argument similar to that made by the Jamiyat al Ulama and the 
lmarat i Shariah the Momin Conference argued that the hijrat implicit 
in the Lahore resolution meant that Muslims would have to leave their 
masjids and kabiristans in the hands of the ka.firs. Moreover, the creation 
of Pakistan was in noway going to provide any 'protection' to Muslims in 
provinces where they were in the aqliat, such as in Bihar. 

The self-image of the Mom in Conference to date underlines that while 

it stolidly opposed the Partition, it was the Congress that yielded to the 
Muslim League'sdemand.AndhaditnotbeenfortheMominmovement 

'more areas' in the east and west would have gone into the making of 
Pakistan. This is explicated by emphasizing the 'son-of-the-soil' roots of 
the Mom ins. The clincher being that the shariJMuslims, who traced their 
ancestry to foreign lineages, saw themselves as aliens and therefore could 
not but support separatist politics.37 

To sum up, Farzana Shaikh traces the historical antecedents of the 
modernist discourse of ijma and the idea of a 'Muslim' nation outside a 
common Indian nation to the Mongol-Mughal tradition. The intellectual 
hold of this tradition, according to her, was 'far from eroded in the 
1920s'.38 In fact it was this tradition and the 'Muslim' assumptions 

flowing from it that enabled the League to withstand both the pressures 
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of the ulama's claims to represent a modern community. Also the 
challenge of provincial Muslims' parties who sought to redefine a 
Muslim consensus via exclusively democratic criteria.39 

Yet, in the case ofBihar, as elsewhere,10 the. Muslim League could not 
really take on the repertoire of composite nationalism.41 Thus the 
Jamiyatal ulamai Hind unsettled theLeague'ssolespeak by transcending 
the denominational divide, albeit with an insistence on 'cultural 
autonomy' in the forthcoming swaraj, by rooting its territorial nationalism 
in the Quran and surma. The Momin Conference's contestation of the 
Muslim League was directed at correcting the material razil-sharifdivide 
through a pointedly counter-hegemonic deployment of biradari 
arithmetic.42 

What is important to note is that the early twentieth century closing up 
of the ideological split between the ulama and liberal intelligentsia 
crafted an Islimicate identity which was thrust on Muslims. This creation 
of a corporate identity unyoked Muslims from their class, regional and 

.linguistic specificities.43 Notions of sectarian nationalism, however, did 
not necessarily conform with the day-to-day experience of people whose 
bo nds of co-existence spanned a whole range of social and cultural 
in teractions.44 All of this awaits detailing. More so because doubts have 
been expressed over the nature of Hindu-Muslim interaction in the sub­
continent in the reading oflndian Islam, by liberal and secular minded 
Muslims.45 

The inflation of religion to a foundational status in communitarian­
identitarian and cbmmunal politics negated a whole range of social 
processes that cross-cu t the redefining and reforma~on of major religions 
in nineteenth-century north India. Homogenizing attempts succeeded 
only in segmentary ways.46 Given the deeply fractured and fragmented 
internal structures of the Muslim community, the organization ofMuslims 
as a religious collectivity was and is based on mistaken assumptions.47 

This the muhajirs, Partition's refugees in Pakistan and Bangladesh, are 
still bitterly coming to terms with .48 
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