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I. INTRODUCTION 

India, with its rich historical tapestry and diverse cultural mosaic, presents a unique study of how communalism and 

religious sentiments intersect with the democratic principles enshrined in its Constitution. 

 

1.1 Historical Context of Communalism in India: 

The Mughal Era: Communal harmony and instances of divide. 

The Mughal Empire, one of the most iconic epochs in the annals of Indian history, spanned over three centuries (1526-

1857). It bequeathed a rich tapestry of cultural, architectural, and administrative advances, but equally compelling is its 

tale of religious interactions, showcasing both harmony and division. 

 

Communal Harmony under the Mughals: 

The Mughal Empire was predominantly Muslim in its leadership, while the vast majority of its subjects were Hindus. 

The reign of Akbar (1556-1605) is often hailed as the zenith of communal harmony. His policy of 'Sulh-e-Kul' 

(Universal Peace) paved the way for religious tolerance and understanding. Akbar's theological and philosophical 

discussions at the IbadatKhana in FatehpurSikri sought to engage scholars from diverse religious backgrounds, 

including Hindus, Jains, Zoroastrians, and Christians. 

Akbar's matrimonial alliances with Rajput princesses, without demanding their conversion to Islam, further solidified 

Hindu-Muslim ties. His abolishment of the Jizya (a tax on non-Muslims) and the introduction of a uniform 

administrative system demonstrated his intent to create an inclusive empire. The Din-i Ilahi, although a minor religious 

initiative, symbolized Akbar's aspirations for a syncretic faith drawing from various religious traditions. 

Later Mughals, like Jahangir, continued this tradition of tolerance to some extent. Jahangir's close association with Sikh 

Guru ArjanDev is well-documented, though it later turned sour due to political reasons. 

 

1.2 Instances of Divide: 

However, the Mughal era was not devoid of religious tensions. While Akbar's reign was marked by harmony, his 

successors held varying levels of commitment to religious inclusivity. Aurangzeb (1658-1707), in particular, remains a 

controversial figure in this discourse. Contrasting sharply with his predecessors, he reintroduced the Jizya and 

implemented policies perceived as pro-Islamic and anti-Hindu. Such policies, including the destruction of certain 

temples like the revered Vishwanath Temple in Varanasi and the imposition of Sharia, have been cited as significant 

sources of Hindu-Muslim tension. 
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Aurangzeb’s reign also witnessed heightened Shia-Sunni divides, and his persecution of the Sikhs marked a critical 

juncture in Sikh history. The execution of Guru TeghBahadur, who refused to convert to Islam, and the subsequent 

militarization of the Sikh community under Guru Gobind Singh, were direct outcomes of Aurangzeb's policies. 

 

1.3 In Retrospect: 

While periods of the Mughal era witnessed remarkable harmony, especially under Akbar, subsequent rulers like 

Aurangzeb charted a more divisive course, highlighting the complexity of communal relations during the Mughal rule. 

The shared cultural and artistic traditions from this era, like the synthesis visible in Mughal architecture, miniature 

paintings, and music, attest to a remarkable period of fusion and mutual respect. Simultaneously, the religious fissures, 

especially during the later Mughal period, remind us of the delicate balance of communal interactions. 

Understanding the Mughal era requires acknowledging its multifaceted nature: an empire not just of conquest and 

administration but also of culture, religion, and intricate societal interactions. The harmony and divides of this period 

laid the groundwork for the subcontinent's socio-religious dynamics in the centuries that followed. 

 

British Colonialism: Divisive Tactics and the Growth of Communal Consciousness 

British colonialism in India, lasting nearly two centuries, profoundly impacted the social and political fabric of the 

subcontinent. Central to the colonial strategy was the maxim: "Divide and Rule." This principle was applied subtly and 

overtly, instigating rifts within India's diverse religious, linguistic, and ethnic communities, and fostering an 

environment conducive to communal consciousness. 

At the outset, it's essential to understand that pre-colonial India, while not without its communal skirmishes, displayed a 

more syncretic culture with shared spaces among Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, and other religious communities. The 

Mughal era, especially under Emperor Akbar, saw a mingling of Hindu and Muslim traditions and the promotion of 

religious tolerance. However, the British, sensing the threat of unified rebellion, quickly discerned the advantages of 

exploiting religious and communal differences. 

 

Several strategies were employed by the British to sow the seeds of division: 

 Census and Classification: The British initiated the decennial census in 1871. The categorization of Indian 

society based on religion, caste, and ethnicity was an unprecedented exercise. Over time, these classifications, 

which sometimes depended on subjective or misguided criteria, began to reify social divisions, making them 

more rigid and more susceptible to political manipulation. 

 Separate Electorates: The introduction of the Morley-Minto Reforms in 1909 established separate electorates 

for Muslims. This meant Muslims could elect their representatives exclusively, a system that inadvertently 

entrenched religious identities in the political sphere. While intended as a safeguard for minority rights, it 

strengthened communalist forces and reduced incentives for cross-communal political collaboration. 

 Divisive Administration: Policies like the Bengal Partition in 1905, ostensibly carried out for administrative 

ease, were perceived by many as a strategy to divide the Hindu and Muslim populations of Bengal, thereby 

weakening the burgeoning nationalist movement in the province. 

 Promotion of Communal Leaders: The colonial administration frequently favored and elevated leaders who 

emphasized religious identity over a unified nationalistic one. This often marginalised those who sought to 

bridge communal divides. 

 Educational and Linguistic Policies: English education, while opening avenues for modernity, also brought 

with it Western notions of religious identity and nationalism. This redefined communal identities in more 

exclusivist terms. 

 

The consequences of these divisive tactics were multifaceted: 

 Rise of Communal Organizations: The early 20th century saw the rise of exclusive organizations such as the 

Hindu Mahasabha and the All India Muslim League. While they emerged as responses to perceived threats to 

their respective communities, their narratives often played into the divisive colonial rhetoric. 
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 Communal Riots: The late 19th and early 20th century witnessed a spike in communal riots. The seeds of 

mistrust, planted and nurtured by divisive policies, found their violent expression in the streets of India. 

 Partition and its Aftermath: The clearest manifestation of this communal consciousness was the tragic and 

bloody partition of India in 1947. The creation of Pakistan as a separate nation for Muslims was a direct 

outcome of the deep-seated divisions exacerbated by British policies. 

 

1.4 Partition and its Aftermath: A Critical Juncture 

The partition of British India in 1947 stands as one of the most pivotal and traumatic events in South Asian history. It 

led to the creation of two independent nation-states: India and Pakistan. Rooted in colonial policies, the politics of 

identity, and the divergent nationalist visions of leaders, this cataclysmic event left an indelible mark on the 

subcontinent's psyche, shaping its post-colonial trajectory in profound ways. 

The lead-up to partition was characterized by mounting religious tensions. Under the British policy of "divide and rule," 

communities that had coexisted relatively peacefully were increasingly pitted against each other. The demand for 

Pakistan, a separate state for Muslims, was fueled by fears of minority status in a Hindu-majority India, and the desire 

for a homeland where Islam could be practiced without fear of persecution or assimilation. 

When the day of reckoning arrived in August 1947, the borders drawn by Sir Cyril Radcliffe (who had never been to 

India before) were arbitrary and hastily marked, reflecting little understanding of the ground realities. As a result, 

millions found themselves on the "wrong" side of the border overnight. This ignited one of the largest mass migrations 

in history, with an estimated 10-15 million people crossing borders to join their chosen nation. 

The human toll of the partition was staggering. Violence erupted on both sides, with estimates suggesting that up to two 

million may have died in the ensuing chaos. Trains filled with corpses arrived at stations, villages were razed, and 

communities that had lived side-by-side for centuries turned on each other in a frenzy of violence. Women, in 

particular, bore the brunt of this animosity. Many were abducted, raped, or killed, and others jumped into wells or were 

killed by their families to "preserve their honor." 

The partition's aftershocks extended beyond the immediate violence. Families were torn apart, properties were 

abandoned, and centuries-old communities were permanently uprooted. This immense human displacement and the 

memories of violence would shape Indo-Pak relations for decades to come, fostering deep-seated mutual mistrust and 

animosity. The scars of partition were not just physical but psychological, casting a long shadow over the collective 

memories of both nations. 

Furthermore, the political ramifications were equally significant. Kashmir, a princely state with a Muslim majority but a 

Hindu ruler, became the primary bone of contention, leading to wars between India and Pakistan and a lingering 

territorial dispute that continues to this day. The partition also left India with a sizeable Muslim population, challenging 

the country's secular ideals and often raising questions about their loyalty and place in the Indian nation-state. 

The partition's aftermath also shaped domestic policies and political narratives. For India, the trauma of partition 

informed its commitment to secularism, even as it struggled with religious tensions at home. For Pakistan, the quest for 

a distinct identity from India meant an emphasis on Islamic principles, even as it grappled with its own ethnic and 

sectarian divisions. 

In conclusion, the partition of 1947 was a watershed moment for the subcontinent. It was a tragic event shaped by 

historical complexities, colonial policies, and competing nationalist visions. Its aftermath redefined geopolitical 

realities, sowed seeds of discord, and birthed two nations with shared histories but divided destinies. The partition 

serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of divisive politics and the catastrophic human costs of drawing borders 

based on religion or ethnicity. 

 

1.5 The Indian Constitution: A Secular Blueprint 

The Indian Constitution adopted on January 26, 1950, stands as a beacon of democracy, pluralism, and secularism in 

the heart of South Asia. Rooted in the tumultuous backdrop of India's struggle for independence and the horrors of the 

Partition, the framers aimed to craft a document that could hold together an immensely diverse nation. The secular 

foundation of the Constitution acts as the bulwark against communal animosities and strives to ensure equality for all its 

citizens, irrespective of their religious affiliations. 
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The term "secularism" in the context of the Indian Constitution signifies a state's equidistance from all religions. It 

ensures that no religion is given precedence over another and that the state remains neutral in matters of faith. This 

understanding is fundamentally different from Western secularism, where the state often seeks to distance itself entirely 

from religious affairs. 

The Preamble of the Constitution provides an insightful prologue to its secular ethos, ensuring "JUSTICE, social, 

economic and political; LIBERTY of thought, expression, belief, faith, and worship; EQUALITY of status and of 

opportunity; and to promote among them all FRATERNITY assuring the dignity of the individual and the unity and 

integrity of the Nation." These words are more than mere platitudes; they are guiding principles. 

Integral to the secular framework of the Constitution are Articles 25-28. Article 25 guarantees all individuals the right 

to freely profess, practice, and propagate religion. This right, while fundamental, is subject to public order, morality, 

and health. Additionally, every religious denomination or section thereof has the right to manage its religious affairs 

without interference from the state (Article 26). Simultaneously, no person can be compelled to pay taxes for the 

promotion of any religion (Article 27), ensuring that state funds are not directed towards religious activities. Lastly, 

Article 28 dictates that no religious instruction should be provided in educational institutions wholly maintained out of 

state funds. 

While these Articles form the core of secularism in the Constitution, the nature of India's secularism is also evident in 

the prohibition of discrimination on grounds of religion (Article 15) and the right to equality before the law (Article 14). 

However, the road to realizing the Constitution's secular promise has been fraught with challenges. There have been 

debates around personal laws specific to religious communities, and whether a Uniform Civil Code (as mentioned in 

Article 44 as a Directive Principle) should be implemented. Communal tensions and the politicization of religious 

identities have further tested the resilience of Indian secularism. 

Yet, the secular fabric of the Constitution has allowed for landmark judgments that reiterate India's commitment to 

neutrality in religious matters. For instance, the Supreme Court verdict on the Ayodhya dispute in 2019 underscored the 

importance of maintaining a fine balance between faith and rule of law. 

 

1.6 The Role of Religion in Politics 

Religion, a foundational aspect of human civilization, has historically been a force that shapes individual and collective 

identities, values, and actions. Given its profound influence on societies, it's no surprise that religion often intertwines 

with politics. Across the globe and notably in India, the marriage of religion and politics has yielded complex 

relationships that sway public policies, electoral dynamics, and social movements. 

At a fundamental level, religion provides a moral compass, guiding believers in how they should act and interact within 

their communities. It is this very moral foundation that politicians often lean on to legitimize their stances and actions. 

By invoking religious principles, politicians can resonate deeply with their constituents, effectively mobilizing voter 

bases and rallying support for policies. 

In India, with its rich tapestry of religions and cultures, the role of religion in politics is especially pronounced. The 

country's foundational moments, such as the painful partition along religious lines, provide a testament to the power of 

religious sentiment in shaping political decisions. Subsequent events, from the Babri Masjid-Ram Janmabhoomi dispute 

to the controversial Citizenship Amendment Act, highlight the recurring theme of religious narratives in political 

discourse. 

The integration of religion in politics offers several advantages. Firstly, it can promote societal cohesion. By drawing on 

shared religious beliefs and values, political leaders can foster a sense of unity and purpose. This is evident in national 

movements that, while political in nature, drew heavily from religious and spiritual ideologies, like Mahatma Gandhi's 

non-violent resistance grounded in Hindu tenets. 

However, the entanglement of religion and politics isn't without its challenges. When politics begins to cater 

predominantly to religious sentiments, there's a risk of sidelining or marginalizing minority groups. In a diverse nation 

like India, this poses serious implications for social harmony. A trend of majoritarianism, where the majority's religious 

preferences are used to guide political decisions, can lead to the alienation of minority communities. 

Moreover, vote bank politics, which involves courting specific religious or caste groups for electoral gains, can 

exacerbate divisions. This often results in policies that prioritize appeasement over genuine welfare. Over time, such 
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dynamics can erode the secular fabric of the state, where all religions are to be treated equally, as enshrined in the 

Indian Constitution. 

It's also worth noting the role of religious institutions in politics. Often, religious leaders wield significant influence 

over their followers. When these leaders align with political entities or agendas, it can lead to a confluence of power 

that shapes electoral outcomes and policy directions. 

However, as societies evolve, there is an increasing push for the separation of religion and state, driven by the desire for 

governance that's inclusive and unbiased. While the interplay between religion and politics is inevitable given their 

intrinsic ties to societal values and structures, there's a growing awareness of the need to strike a balance. 

The role of religion in politics, particularly in a country as diverse as India, is multifaceted. While it offers avenues for 

unity and moral governance, it also presents challenges in ensuring inclusive policies and preventing communal 

divides. For India to continue thriving as a democratic and secular nation, it's imperative for political stakeholders to 

navigate the religious terrain with sensitivity, foresight, and commitment to the nation's foundational principles. 

 

1.7 Communal Politics: Divide and Rule Revisited? 

India, with its myriad of cultures, religions, and traditions, stands as a beacon of pluralism and diversity. However, this 

pluralistic tapestry is under constant strain, with communal politics often acting as a divisive factor. The strategy of 

"divide and rule" was a colonial tool employed by the British Raj to maintain their stronghold over India, bifurcating 

communities on the lines of religion, caste, and ethnicity. In contemporary times, it's distressing to observe shades of 

this approach being reincarnated in the form of communal politics, aiming to further specific political agendas. 

Communal politics thrives on divisions. At its core, it seeks to mobilize one community against another, primarily for 

electoral gains. The central idea is to project one's political faction as the savior of a particular community, defending 

its interests against perceived external threats, often from other religious or ethnic groups. Over time, this political 

maneuvering can transform latent religious differences into visible, overt, and sometimes violent conflicts. 

One of the most poignant examples of communal politics in India is the Babri Masjid-Ram Janmabhoomi controversy. 

What began as a dispute over a piece of land in Ayodhya evolved into a nationwide communal crisis, ultimately leading 

to the demolition of the mosque and the subsequent communal riots. This was not a spontaneous act of public rage but 

was stirred and fanned by political forces intending to consolidate their base among specific religious demographics. 

The tragedy here was the manipulation of genuine religious sentiments for sheer political opportunism. 

The 2002 Gujarat riots serve as another grim reminder. A train burning incident at Godhra, leading to the death of 

several Hindu pilgrims, spiraled into large-scale communal violence between Hindus and Muslims across the state. 

Political machinations exacerbated the situation. Instead of acting as unifying forces, some political factions allegedly 

deepened the divisions, resulting in a tragedy that scarred India's secular fabric. 

So, why does communal politics still find traction, especially in a nation that boasts of unity in diversity? The answer 

partly lies in the immediate electoral gains associated with such politics. By consolidating the vote bank of a particular 

community, political parties can sometimes ensure an electoral victory, even if it means sowing seeds of long-term 

discord. 

Another factor is the manipulation of public memory and historical narratives. Communal politics often thrives on 

reminding communities of past grievances, real or imagined, creating an "us versus them" mindset. The wounds of the 

past, like the horrors of the partition, are sometimes invoked to justify contemporary prejudices and actions. 

However, the question arises: Is this truly a revisitation of the "divide and rule" policy, or is it a more complex beast 

birthed from India's own socio-political intricacies? While parallels can be drawn with the British strategy, it's essential 

to understand that contemporary communal politics in India is also rooted in the nation's post-colonial challenges, 

including the struggle for resources, identity assertions, and the complexities of a multi-tiered democratic system. 

In conclusion, while the shadow of "divide and rule" looms large, communal politics in modern India is a nuanced 

interplay of historical baggage, political opportunism, and societal complexities. To counteract this divisive trend, 

there's an urgent need for strong political will, transformative leadership, and a collective societal effort towards 

harmony. Communal politics offers short-term gains but threatens the very essence of India's pluralistic and democratic 

ethos in the long run. 
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1.8 Contemporary Challenges and the Way Forward for Indian Communalism 

India's diverse socio-cultural fabric, comprising numerous religions, languages, and ethnicities, has both enriched the 

nation and presented it with challenges. Over the past decades, Indian communalism has surfaced intermittently, 

manifesting in unfortunate and sometimes violent confrontations. Addressing communalism is crucial to ensure India's 

democratic and pluralistic character remains intact. Below, we outline the contemporary challenges linked to Indian 

communalism and suggest ways forward: 

 

1.9 Contemporary Challenges: 

Identity Politics: The emphasis on religious, regional, or caste-based identities often overshadows national identity. 

This divisive strategy, primarily used for political mobilization, reinforces stereotypes and sows distrust among 

communities. 

Polarized Media: In the age of digital information, certain media outlets propagate a biased narrative catering to specific 

ideologies. The unchecked spread of fake news, especially on social media platforms, can fan communal flames. 

Economic Disparities: Communal tensions often have economic underpinnings. Unequal access to resources and 

opportunities can create or intensify rivalries among groups. 

Political Patronage: Some political factions indulge in communal politics for electoral gains, which can lead to the 

institutionalization of communal sentiments. 

Historical Baggage: Events like the Partition of 1947 have left scars that are occasionally manipulated to evoke 

emotions and perpetuate communal divides. 

Radicalization and External Influence: The radicalization of youth, often influenced by external factors, threatens 

societal harmony. This is exacerbated by the rise of global extremist ideologies penetrating Indian society. 

 

The Way Forward: 

Promoting Secular Education: A secular education system that focuses on India's composite culture and shared histories 

can build bridges among young minds. This also involves overhauling textbooks that might carry biased or divisive 

content. 

Robust Legal Framework: Strengthen laws that punish communal incitement and violence. Speedy trials and stringent 

punishments can deter potential offenders. 

Media Accountability: Encourage media platforms to maintain objectivity and verify the authenticity of news. 

Awareness campaigns about the perils of fake news can educate the public. 

Interfaith Dialogues: Regular dialogues and interactions between different religious communities can dispel myths and 

foster understanding. Religious leaders can play a pivotal role in guiding their followers towards harmony. 

Economic Inclusion: Ensure equitable distribution of resources and opportunities. Addressing economic disparities can 

minimize one of the root causes of communal discontent. 

Political Reforms: Encourage political parties to adopt inclusive agendas rather than divisive strategies. Electoral 

reforms that discourage identity-based mobilization can be transformative. 

Civic Engagement: Promote community-driven initiatives that celebrate diversity. Festivals, workshops, and communal 

events can be platforms where unity is celebrated. 

Youth Engagement: Engaging the youth, who are often at the forefront during communal incidents, in constructive 

activities and dialogues can be a game-changer. 

Monitoring and Intelligence: Strengthen intelligence networks to preempt communal flare-ups. An early warning 

system, combined with effective conflict resolution mechanisms, can prevent minor incidents from escalating. 

In conclusion, while the challenges posed by communalism in India are multifaceted, they aren't insurmountable. With 

cohesive efforts from the government, civil society, and citizens, India can uphold its cherished values of unity in 

diversity and continue its journey as a harmonious and inclusive nation. The intricate dance between communalism, the 

Indian Constitution, religion, and politics in modern India presents a landscape filled with challenges and opportunities. 

While communal politics seeks to divide on the basis of religious identity, the Constitution acts as a stabilizing force, 

emphasizing secularism and pluralism. The journey towards a harmonious society is continuous, demanding a 

collective commitment to the principles of unity in diversity. 
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