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Communalism in India is a product of British Government. It was developed by the 
British Government by creating the differences between the Hindus and the Muslims 
on religious line. Their differences resulted into the partition of India in 1947. Though 
Assam was also a victim of this partition but partition was not been discussed in the 
context of Assam. The communal politics in Assam started to develop mainly after 
the provincial election in 1937 at it continued till 1947. Md. Sadulla, the leader of 
Assam Muslim Union, who was backed up by the British Government and later 
merged with Muslim League and Gopinath Bordoloi of the Indian National Congress 
emerged as the two most important leaders in Assam during this time. Between1937 
to 1947 Assam had witnessed the growth of communal politics within the state 
because of the continuous influence of the Muslim League and the British 
Government. The aim of this paper is to find out the Contribution of the Congress at 
the organisational level and Mahatma Gandhi at individual level to deal with this 
problem between 1937 -1947.    
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Introduction: 
One of the most important features of colonial rule in India is the emergence and 
development of communalism which resulted into the partition of India on communal 
lines. Communalism during colonial period can be understood in the context of the 
partition of India. But, most of the discussions were done in context of Bengal and 
Punjab, although Assam is also the victim of the partition. In Assam, along with 
religion, ethnicity and language also played huge role to determine the partition of 
India. Communalism in India is the result of the British policy of divide and rule 
which started to create divisive politics among the Hindus and the Muslims and still 
haunting the Indian society as well as the politics. The British Government always 
tried to promote communal politics by encouraging the communal organisations by 
giving official favour and patronage to counter the Congress which was representing 
the Indian masses. Bipan Chandra pointed out, ‘while the Congress could get none of 
its demands accepted from 1885-1905, the Muslim communal demands were accepted 
in 1906 as soon as they were presented to the Viceroy’. i Even Assam is also the 
victim of this divisive politics of the Colonial Government. The Colonial role started 
in Assam with the treaty of Yandaboo and it continued till the partition of India.  

The Partition of Bengal and the formative years of communal politics in Assam: 

The British policy of communal politics in Assam started with the partition of Bengal. 
The British Government wanted to destroy the Bengal, which was the centre of 
extremist movement against the British government by dividing it on communal lines. 

Abstract 
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Lord Curzon defended the decision of partition of Bengal on administrative grounds. 
But Sekhar Bandyopadhyay argues, “Had the partition been purely on administrative 
grounds, then the government would have accepted the alternative proposals offered 
by a number of civil servants suggesting more logical partition plans based on 
linguistic division rather than religious division of the population. But Curzon rejected 
all these proposals on political ground that linguistic unity would further consolidate 
the position of the Bengalee politicians.”ii   Assam was became a part of the East 
Bengal which was dominated by the Bengali Muslims. The main political motive of 
the British was to isolate the Hindu dominated Bengali middle class and to create a 
Muslim majority province on the border of Bengal. ‘Fuller, the chief commissioner of 
Assam discovered that in the Assam in the Assamese together with the Bengali 
Muslim community a strong counterpoise to the rising spirit of Bengali Hindu 
nationalism tending then to contaminate the entire east.’iii   But, in Assam, along with 
religion, ethnicity and language also played dominant role in determining the 
direction and dimension of partition. ‘Two indigenous planters, Jagannath Barua and 
Manik Chandra Barua, spokesman of Jorhat Sarbajanik Sabha and the Assam 
Association, respectively, took the partition granted and supported it on condition that 
qualified Assamese youths would be given due consideration in appointments to 
Government offices and the cause of the Assamese language be defended.’iv  Thus, 
the cry for the safeguard of ethnicity and language of the Assamese people 
overshadowed the idea of religion difference in Assam during the time of partition of 
Bengal. 

1937-1937: The period of Continuous communal unrest and the role of Gandhi 
and Congress: 

Gopinath Bordoloi was the most prominent Congress leader of Assam and became the 
first Chief Minister of the state after the independence. Gopinath Bordoloi’s role was 
crucial in order to understand the relationship between Assam and India and for the 
legacy that Congress left to the Northeast. He was a tall and impressive man Lawyer 
by profession. Influenced by Gandhi he started to involve into the anti-British struggle 
and started to live a disciplined life. On the other hand his counterpart was Sir Syed 
Mohammad Saadulla, who was knighted by the British imperial family. The struggle 
between these two dominated the politics of the region for the crucial years between 
1937 and 1947, when they headed as many as five ministries between them. The 
decisions they took during 1930s and 1940s continue to shape the political 
developments in Assam and the Northeast.  

Bordoloi’s conflict with Sadulla did not stem from a personal rift. It reflected a 
broader division: the ideological battleground between Congress and the Muslim 
League and the politics of the times. The British saw Sadulla as the ideal foil for 
Bordoloi and Congress.v  The major clash between these two started after the 
provincial election of 1937, where the Congress led by Gopinath Bordoloi won thirty 
five seats and out of total 108 seats in the legislature. Muslim League captured 7 
seats, the others were won by smaller political organisations including the Assam 
Muslim Union led by Sadulla which later merged with Muslim League. No party got 
clear majority in this election. Governor Michael Kean’s immediate concern was to 
prevent Bordoloi from fashioning a coalition with support from the tribes and the 
Christian factions. He began in this endeavour by offering Sadulla the premiership of 
Assam for the first time in 1937 but the latter was hesitant. He wanted more time to 
make up his mind, he told Kane. The Governor, the friend of legendary big game 
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hunter and conservationist Jim Corbett, was getting worried as the days went by and 
the situation in the legislature remained as fluid as ever.vi  The British Government 
wanted to take advantage of this political chaos in Assam by favouring Saadulla. 
‘They wanted Saadulla to form the Government, because in their assessment, he was 
pliable since he did not command a majority on his own. He depended on the British 
and Indian tea planters as well as tribal members for a tenuous majority.vii  The 
Congress had formed Government in few provinces, but their personal rivalries and 
jealousies surfaced during the ministerships. Once again Sadulla was summoned by 
Sir Robert Reid, who had succeeded Keane as Governor. ‘The general opinion is that 
he is the only person who can be fairly, safely be relied upon to form a stable 
government,’ Reid declared. But he added later that should Saadulla fail ‘we shall be 
in a very difficult position.’ Kean and Reid ran the administration for three months 
after the legislative elections in the absence of government, under the vast powers that 
a Governor of a frontier province enjoyed. This gave Saadulla enough time to cobble 
together a majority and, finally, take office.viii  Eventually, the first Saadulla ministry 
was formed on 1 April, 1937. It shows that the British Government used Md. Saadulla 
as a trump card against the Congress. As a result Saadulla also started to emerge as a 
prominent figure of Muslim politics in Assam. Although, Saadullah succeeded in 
forming the government with the help of the British but his position was very much 
shaky. He realised that soon his government was going to fall. ‘He therefore wanted 
to strengthen his base by obtaining the support of the Muslim League and attended the 
All India Muslim League Conference at Lucknow in October 1937. He also 
committed himself there to asking his Assam Valley Muslim Party’s men to join the 
League.’ix  Saadulla wanted to reshuffle his ministry and asked two Muslim members 
from Surma Valley to resign. But they refused to resign, as a result he tendered his 
resignation on 4 February, 1938 and once again formed new government with the help 
of the Governor. But once again he failed to settle his government and soon it 
collapsed on 18 September, 1938. Saadulla lacked conviction about the infallibility of 
the Muslim League and its leader, Mohammad Ali Jinnah. It was his dithering as well 
as his inability to assert himself strongly in the face of Bordoloi’s sustained 
campaigns, to battle it out during the years in opposition and his failing health that 
made him a loser.x 

The fall of Saadulla ministry now demanded a leader from Congress to form the new 
ministry. ‘Saadulla’s defeat created a dilemma for the Congress. While Gopinath 
Bordoloi and other senior Congress leaders in the province wanted the party to take 
charge of the government, there was division at the central level. Maulana Abul 
Kalam Azad, then in-charge of eastern provinces, barring Assam and Bihar, travelled 
to Shillong to assess the mood. He opposed the formation of coalition ministry. But to 
Bordoloi’s rescue at that time came Congress President, Subhas Chandra Bose. In a 
response to Bordoloi’s call for help, Bose and Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, one of the 
most powerful national leaders at the time, agreed to a coalition.xi  Bordoloi led 
Congress ministry assumed its office on 19 September, 1938. However, soon the 
Second World War broke out. As the declared war aims did not promise India’s 
independence, the Congress Working Committee in its meeting held at Wardha on 22 
October, 1939, called upon the Congress ministries to resign. This gave rise to a 
difference of opinion among the Congress leaders in Assam. According to Mahatma 
Gandhi, Subhas Chandra Bose, who had assisted in the birth of the ministry, was 
opposed to its resignation because he thought ‘Assam’s was a special case.’ Gandhi 
later said that Bordoloi had made a mistake by quitting: ‘Although I was the author of 
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that scheme of boycott, I said Assam should not come out, if it feels like it. But 
Assam did come out. It was wrong.’xii  The resignation of Gopinath Bordoloi once 
again gave the opportunity to Md. Saadullah to hold the office. Within two days of the 
resignation of Gopinath Bordoloi, Saadulla once again occupied the position. He ruled 
for almost two years and after a gap of few years once again he continued from 
August 1942 to February 1946. 

“The release from jail of its (Congress) members was also important to Congress 
leaders who were concerned about the way the Saadulla ministry was encouraging 
immigrants from East Bengal to pour into Assam. Saadulla had announced in July 
1941, a Land Settlement Policy that opened the floodgates to immigrants, allowing 
them to settle on government land anywhere in Assam and enabling them to seize as 
much as thirty bighas of land and more for each homestead.”xiii  “The immigration 
problem had three facets- land, language and religion. The Muslim immigrants were 
cultivators in general, and they wanted land. But the Hindu immigrants, residing 
mainly in towns, were always after jobs and educational facilities for their children. 
They began to consider the Assam valley where they took up jobs or to petty business, 
as bilingual and were keen to preserve Bengali as a medium of instruction in schools 
set up for their children. Their efforts also had the backing of the CWC award of 
January 1939.”xiv But the Assamese people as well as the Assamese Congress leaders 
were not pleased with this fresh immigrations. The situation of immigration forced 
Gopinath Bordoloi to proceed personally to Wardha for the permission from the 
Congress High Command for the legislators of Assam to resume their Assembly 
duties, which he obtained. But soon due to the protest of the students a crisis appeared 
in front of the Saadulla ministry and he was forced to resign. But when the Congress 
launched the Quit India movement most of their forefront leaders were arrested. 
“within days of their arrest, Saadulla was back in the saddle as premier. And in a bid 
to strengthen his tenuous hold on Assam’s politics, he openly encouraged immigration 
from East Bengal, helping Jinnah when he sought to claim Assam for East Bengal.”xv  
During those days, people from Assam was going through so much of hardship due to 
scarcity of essential goods and it was further aggravated by the mass-exodus  of  
people from neighbouring province of Bengal, who were affected by the famine. S.L 
Baruah asserted that in order to provide settlement to these fresh immigrants, the 
Assam Government led by Saadulla adopted at the instance of the Government of 
India, a new resolution on land settlement on 24 August 1943, under the slogan of 
“grow more food”, which the new Viceroy Wavell, who succeeded Linlithgow on 
October 1943, interpreted as “grow more Muslims.” The resolution provided for 
opening the grazing reserves in the districts of Nowgong, Darrang and Kamrup to the 
land hungry immigrant cultivators from Bengal, and also opening of surplus reserves 
in all the sub-montane areas in Sibsagar and Lakhimpur districts for the settlement of 
the landless indigenous people. This had caused fresh anxiety to the Asam Jatiya 
Mahasabha and also to the All India Hindu Mahasabha, whop raised cries of the 
Assamese and the Hindu being in danger.xvi It started to create communal tension in 
Assam. Gopinath Bordoloi knew that this Land Settlement Policy of Md. Saadulla 
would be disastrous for the people of Assamese, especially the caste Hindus who 
comprised the political base for the Congress. On the other hand Gandhi was also 
much concerned about this situation and the statement of Gandhi regarding this matter 
boosted the leaders of Assam. In his statement from Panchagani hill station of 
Maharashtra Gandhi said, “ If the people feel that the present policy of the 
Government on settlement and immigration is oppressive and anti-national, let them 
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fight it non-violently, or violently, if necessary.” xvii A few days later in his another 
message Gandhi said, “I have no message of hope for my Assamese brothers and 
sisters but I send my deep sympathy for them. May God bless you all to come out of 
the ordeal successfully.”xviii  

According to the Cabinet Mission Plan the provinces were to be divided into three 
sections, groups or zones. Bengal and Assam fell under the group C. But the people of 
Assam were not happy with these groupings. On 6 December, 1946 the British 
Government made the Federal Court a mediator in case of disputed grouping. The 
APCC members realised that this decision would be harmful and a delegation of 
APCC rushed to Delhi to pressurise the Congress high command to reject the 
statement of 6 December. But the Congress Working Committee took time to take a 
step regarding this matter. Instead, Nehru and Azad tried to conciliate the delegation 
that came from Assam. But, when Bijoy Chandra Bhagawati and Mohendra Mohan 
Chowdhury met Gandhiji at Srirampore on Behalf of G.N. Bordoloi on December 15, 
1946 and asked Gandhiji regarding this matter, Gandhiji replied : 

“I do not need a single minute to come to a decision, for on this I have a mind. I am a 
Congressman to the very marrow, as I am mainly the framer of the constitution of 
the Congress as it stands today. I told Bardoloi that if there is no clear guidance from 
the Congress Committee, Assam should not go into the sections. It should lodge its 
protest from the constituent Assembly. It will be a kind of Satyagraha against the 
Congress for the good of the Congress.xix 

When Gandhi was told by an Assam Congressman that the Maulana Saheb had then 
said that exception could not be made in the case of Assam, Gandhi replied: “Here 
there is no question of exception. Assam rebelled and that civilly. But we have that 
slavish mentality. We look to the Congress and then feel that if we do not follow it 
slavishly, something will go wrong with it. I have said that not only a province but 
even an individual can rebel against the Congress and by doing so save it, assuming 
that he is in the right. I have done so myself. Congress has not attained the present 
stature without much travail.”xx He added, “I have given you all this time to steel your 
hearts, to give you courage. If you do not act correctly and now, Assam will be 
finished. Tell Bardoloi I do not feel the least uneasiness. My mind is made up. Assam 
must not lose its soul. It must uphold it against the whole world. Else I will say that 
Assam had only manikins and no men. It is an impertinent suggestion that Bengal 
should dominate Assam in any way.”xxi  And Because of the timely intervention of 
Mahatma Gandhi Assam escaped from joining with East Pakistan. 

Conclusion: 

The communal tension which was started after the Provincial election of 1937 
continued in Assam till the partition of India. During this time both the Muslim 
League as well as the British Government tried to pollute the politics of Assam by 
dividing them on communal lines. But the central leadership of the Indian National 
Congress failed to give adequate importance to this problem and neglected the 
demands of the Congress leaders of the Assam to take this issue seriously. It was the 
words of Gandhi that influenced the APCC leaders to fight against the communal 
politics. 
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