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This is an examination of certain aspects of the history of the
Hindu Mahasabha and the political career of its sometime leader,
Vinayak Damodar Savarkar.1 By the time he came to head the Mahasabha in 1937 it had been in existence for two decades, but his
agenda directly opposed to the Congress and the Muslim League
and to the national movement for independence. A former revolutionary terrorist, Savarkar had been incarcerated in the Andamans
Cellular Jail after being sentenced in December 1910 to transportation for life and forfeiture of property for masterminding the
conspiracy to assassinate A.M.T Jackson ICS, Collector of Nasik
in Bombay Presidency in December 1909 and conveying the revolver employed for that purpose. In prison he became persuaded
that the enemy was not the British but the Muslims and accordingly won increasing privileges. Released from imprisonment to
detention, he asked for and was paid a pension, and was permitted
to conduct anti-Muslim propaganda. Released from detention by
the provincial Congress Government, he headed the Mahasabha
from 1937 to 1942, when it set out a programme to arm Hindus
against Muslims by recruiting them to the Indian army, promoting
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states including their armies, gaining access to weaponry from
their state forces to harass Muslims, obtaining arms licenses from
sympathetic Congress ministers, attempting to set up a munitions
factory at Gwalior in the expectation of support of the Darbars and
the Birla industrial group, and exploring contacts with European
fascists. None of this was discouraged by the British, who at the
very same time suppressed anti-Nazi propaganda by left and liberal organisations. Despite its earlier praise for Mussolini and Hitler
the Mahasabha hailed the proclamation of the new state of Israel
in 1948 and promised it support. I shall argue that the Mahasabha
pioneered what might be termed a subaltern fascism.2
Savarkar’s exemplary conduct in jail won him favour.3 When
World War One began, he protested his desire to serve the war effort and asked for amnesty:
The siding of Turkey with Germany as against England, roused all my
suspicions about Pan-Islamism and I scented in that move a future danger to India. I...feared that in this grim struggle between two mighty
vite the Muslim hordes from the North to ravage India and to conquer it.

To combat this he proposed a new British union with her imperial subjects where, from Ireland to India,
an empire would emerge from the process, which can no longer be the
British Empire. Until it assumed any other suitable name, it might well
be called “The Aryan Empire”.4

Savarkar’s petition of 30 March 1920 claims that since he was
‘without danger to the State’, he should be granted a reprieve; for,
far from espousing
the militant school of the Bukanin (sic) type...I do not contribute even to
the peaceful and philosophical anarchism of a Kropotkin or a Tolstoy.5

Accordingly, he promised that his release would be
a new birth and would touch my heart, sensitive and submissive to kindness, so deeply as to render me personally attached and politically useful in future.6
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George Lloyd, Governor of Bombay, later Lord Lloyd, an insupporter of fascist movements in his subsequent political career,
was persuaded not by Savarkar’s grand designs but by the use to
which he could be put as a former revolutionary. Accordingly, the
Government periodically reviewed his loyalty. Only its assurance
ensured each improvement in his living conditions and successive
reductions in his sentence.
To disarm any suspicion that may yet linger in the Government Quarters, the petitioner begs to solemnly pledge his word of honour that he
shall cease to take any part in politics whatever.7

Thus Savarkar is said to have renounced all
methods of violence resorted to in days gone by and I feel myself duty
bound to uphold law and a constitution to the best of my powers and
am willing to make the reform a success in so far as I may be allowed
to do so in future.8

A new politics
He was released on 4th January 1924. He then published the lessons of his experience in the Andamans, which were that through
his struggles he had managed to overcome every humiliation inmanagement to appoint him to run the key operations of the prison
and subordinate the Muslims to him, thus creating ‘Hindu rule’.
CHAPTER X Miniature Hindu Raj. When I stepped into the Andamans
there was in it, in prison and outside, what one may rightly call, Pathan
Raj. Dressed in brief authority, the Pathan dominated the scene. It was
overthrown, as I have described in this story, by the time that my stay
in the prison had come nearly to an end. The Pathan Raj was gone and
Hindu Raj had taken its place...The capital of that Raj was the oil-depot
of the prison and as I have already mentioned before, I was its foreman
and therefore the monarch of that Raj...The oil-depot being the main
source of income for the Silver Jail, the man in charge of it was a person of great importance... every one connected with the oil-depot from
top to bottom was a Mussalman, and mostly a Pathan...The wiliest, the
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prison was often chosen for the job. During my seven to eight years of
prison-life, an array of such men had adorned the seat. Now, in my ninth
and warders who had still remained in that jail, were full of fear that I
could only be propitiated by offerings in gold and silver. If the prisoner
desired not to be ground down in the oil-mill of that place, they had perforce to propitiate its deity...Every single tindal began to approach me
from now onwards with bated breath and in whispering humbleness. 9

Now this seems a singular preoccupation: the warders and
supposedly favoured Muslim prisoners in that remote jail may indeed have been oppressors but they were also poor men facing
unattractive conditions. To triumph over them may seem like a
strange achievement to record. It is stranger still that it has been
so widely commended, for this is legend even for many on the
Left. Savarkar had written a history of 1857 where he had spoken favourably of jihad against the British, and Hindu-Muslim
unity against a common oppressor. That very Government still ran
India at the time Mazi janmathep was published in 1927. Thereafter, as leader of the Abhinav Bharat Society he had led a terrorist conspiracy. Earlier he had a grand world-view, visualising
Indian independence in the context of anarchist struggles and of
the Risorgimento. Now all this is reduced to tyranny over a Pathan
watchman at an oil-mill in Port Blair!
I think we can see the same world-view in his subsequent career, as he came to see mastery over Muslims in India as the single
rule and postponing Independence. Indeed Savarkar was so transformed by his incarceration that he renounced entirely his earlier,
more secular nationalism where he had approvingly employed the
term jihad to describe how Indian Muslims took up arms against
the East India Company. By blending these two phases of Savarkar’s evolution, his earlier nationalism and the later culture of
hatred of Muslims, the Savarkar scholar Bakhle, among others,
has obscured the extent of the change that took place in Savarkar’s
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thinking whilst at Port Blair.10 She speaks of Savarkar’s arrest by
the police of an ‘independent India he had fought for all his life’.11
Yet he fought for independent India until he was incarcerated, but
not, as the record shows, thereafter.
Savarkar concerned himself now especially with what he
claimed was the most ancient subordination of India, namely its invasion and subsequent rule by Muslim sovereigns. This demanded
the abandoning of unmanly attributes and a return to ancient warrior virtues celebrated in the Vedas. It also demanded dealing with
the threat of the Muslim presence in India as the perpetual enemy
within, the outsider inside.12 These ideas were promptly adopted
in India: his Mahasabha colleague B.S. Moonje was to describe
the so-called Muslim threat from the North as follows:
[It is] on this sector [the middle sector of the N.W. Frontier, KS] that
whatever skill and manliness which we may possess have to be concentrated...Here lie... the famous passes...which have provided safe passages to enemy forces in invading India throughout its long history.13

Anti-caste movement to build a Hindu community
Moonje echoed Savarkar in seeing the basis of Hindu weakness in
the caste system. Accordingly, the solution was to attack the caste
Hindus generally...are known throughout the world, as meek, mild and
would prefer, if the Afghans were to invade India, to conquer them by
love.

Moonje cites a Rao Bahadur C.V. Vaidya in support of this
argument to claim that
The result of the Caste System is that, in India, about 10% of the populaheredity, is...therefore, ready to accept the rule of any Nation.14

The anti-caste movement was to become a part of the Mahasabha
agenda. On 9th April 1932, whilst interned at Ratnagiri, Savarkar

103

104

Fascism: Essays on Europe and India

spoke at a Mahar meeting of the Patit Pawan Mandir:
the image of Patit Pawan which is standing before you will not be polluted if you touch it...Your brethren are trying to enter the Temple at
Nasik, and there they are getting lathi blows...Have a manly spirit. A
boy of your caste will now recite the Gaitri Mantras in Sanscrit…15

Fascism and its choice of weapons
For Savarkar, Moonje and other Mahasabha leaders the corollary
to this was control of the state with its monopoly over violence.
This would have to be done by collaborating with the dominant
power in India and abroad, in other words, with Great Britain, to
secure the sort of alliance that would help them prevail over the
enemy at home, the Muslims in India.
ing the Mahasabha-Sangh as fascist in the true sense, and thereIndian variant of fascism, inviting the view that this might in an
important sense be distinct from ‘true fascism’.16 Jaffrelot says:
...elements suggest that the RSS should be regarded as ‘an Indian version of fascism’. As far as the formative years of the RSS are concerned,
this expression is especially relevant if it implies that while the RSS
belongs, with European fascism, to a general category of anti-liberal
is not simply a reproduction of European fascism. (p. 51)

to a long-term and organic change in the institutions of society by
patient transformation– a trajectory quite different from the manner in which fascists have come to power elsewhere, by means of
a coup or through the ballot box. According to him,
An important difference between this totalitarianism and fascism in its
various forms or Nazism is that the Indian version chose to work patiently on society over a long period rather than seizing power and constraining society from ‘above’ ...The RSS, by contrast, is not a putschist
organisation and Golwalkar considered that Hitler’s capture of the state
was a mistake...it is true that it concentrates on long-term programmes
rather than on the immediate capture of the state.17
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By contrast, I would argue that the RSS should actually be
seen in the context of its alliance with the other constituents of the
Sangh Parivar – the Hindu Mahasabha, the Bharatiya Janata Party,
the Vishwa Hindu Parishad and the Bajrang Dal. Perhaps Jaffrelot
has given the RSS an autonomy it does not deserve, considering it
in isolation from the other components of the Sangh Parivar. We
shall see that the Mahasabha attempted to gain power by arriving
at an arrangement with the Raj, so the commitment of the Sangh
to patient long-term methods does not exclude other strategies;
indeed several were deployed simultaneously. The extreme reverence for the state typical of Savarkar’s Mahasabha was part of its
strategy for a succession to the Raj as well as a classically fascist
trait. It wanted to cooperate with the Raj in order to succeed it
Indian state and the various institutions it controlled. This also
explains why the use of terror by Muslim fundamentalist groups
or by gangsters has little to do with fascism, since they do not
concern themselves with the state.
Secondly, the Mahasabha and RSS used their connections
with sympathetic Congressmen and with the Durbars of friendly
Hindu Princely States to gain access to weaponry and to other
means of violence, so that they were able to intimidate, harass,
and kill Muslims at the time of Partition, to drive them out of
India, in order to change the demography of many regions. Their
Kristallnacht would set the tone for many Muslim communities
all over India and would play a part in changing culture as surely
as the message conveyed by Hindu calendar art in a police station
anywhere in India. This violence was an important political aim.
Since they took it seriously, we should do likewise.
I suggest we not treat with excessive reverence the idea of a
single classical fascism, with all other movements described as no
more than inspired by it. In a recent paper Paul Arpaia argues that
fascism is a response to the threat of democracy but not a coherent
philosophy.18 I also suggest that in subject peoples such as those of
India under colonialism, not only was there a response to the chal-
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lenge of Western power and the modern world, one that re-imagined the past and current religion, for instance both Hinduism and
Islam,19 but also, crucially, the threat of democracy that was posed
by the mass mobilisations against colonial rule; the prospect of
mass Muslim enfranchisement in the Punjab and Bengal was one
that the Hindu Mahasabha recoiled from, thus embarking on a singular path which, as Jaffrelot correctly says, was anti-liberal. But
this by itself is an inadequate description, and Jaffrelot’s discussion of stigmatisation and emulation of the other is tantamount
to no more than Japan’s emulation of the West after July 1853.20
The striking feature of the Mahasabha-RSS response was to see
the supposed threat from the Muslim world in pathological terms.
Only that can explain the ferocity of the recent pogroms in Gujarat
in 2002, or the earlier ones in Bombay in 1992–93.
This anti-democratic strategy led it naturally to explore both
collaboration with the Raj and emulation of the European fasparty should have been willing to cede the monopoly of force to
an overseas imperial power rather than challenging it. But this is
because it set out to court the prevailing coercive power in order
to ensure an authoritarian succession. Without even control of the
expectation of power-sharing in a junior capacity, with the goal
being reward for its service.
To return to Savarkar, on his release from imprisonment he
was supported at government expense by the payment of a pension that he periodically requested be increased. Savarkar’s pension was periodically reviewed as is evident in this letter from the
Collector of Ratnagiri to the Home Department, Bombay.
On 3rd January 1933, I personally informed Savarkar that his conditions
would continue...He considered that the Rs. 60/- allowance was insuflooked forward to taking up Government Service when his conditions
would be withdrawn as that fact would be proof in itself that Govern21
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Savarkar’s activities were monitored, and he showed no sign
of nationalism or any anti-British activity. When the District Magistrate told Savarkar his detention was being extended, his reaction was to plead his loyalty. He then got an item put into a local
paper saying that he should be let off because he was no threat.
Savarkar has been strictly observing the conditions imposed upon him
for the last 8 or 10 years...There is peace and order in Maharashtra. It
is not full of revolutionaries like Bengal. Mr. Savarkar is also devoted
to activities that are harmless, to the upliftment of the untouchables.22

Though detained, his campaign against Muslim interests
was given free rein. Supporting the right of Hindus to take out
processions in front of mosques and play loud music at the time
of prayer, he went on to promote this elsewhere in the Bombay
Presidency and then all over India.23 For example, advising the
Hindu Mahasabha in Gharaunda in Punjab which claimed to face
‘a case of the same type instituted here by the Mohammedans’, he
claimed that the Court in Ratnagiri had held that
music is stopped in some places either by compromise or by courtesy;
neither of these can be established a customary right...The reasons althe inherent right of the Defts to use a public highway so long as they
do so peaceably...nuisance such as above yields no cause of action.24

Such activities contributed to anti-Muslim mobilisation in India. But they did not win elections at the outset for the Mahasabha
as a political party. Those to the provincial assemblies in 1937
under the new Government of India Act did not show it to be a
force of great consequence.

Collaboration
But the declaration of hostilities provided the Mahasabha an opportunity to declare loyalty to the Crown and attempt to gain access to arms.25 Hindus, according to Savarkar as President of the
Mahasabha, should employ the War as an opportunity to seek high
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The Hindu members must stick to their positions on the Defence bodies
and the Councils...to capture as much political and military power as
could possibly be done.26

They expected to get posts on the Viceroy’s Executive Council and the War Advisory Council.27 The Hindus, the Mahasabha
leader B.S. Moonje said, are aware of the fact that ‘there is no
other ally other than Britain for them’.28
As Moonje explained in his plan for the Hindu Military Academy at Nasik, security for India lay in the Royal Navy:
India being within the British Empire, possessing a Navy which no nation in the world at present can dare challenge, we may dismiss the
question of our Naval defence for the present.29

Moonje quoted approvingly Sir Denys Bray, who, on retiring
from the Government of India as Foreign Secretary, said that India
still needed ‘the generous and adventurous youths of England in
her service’.30 In this very spirit, Savarkar thanked the Viceroy
for the ship-yard, the Aeroplane factories, the increased output of up-todate ammunitions, the increase in the recruitment in the Military, Naval
and Aerial to which Indians are allowed without any distinction of religion or caste, etc. (sic).31

But participation in the War became increasingly unpopular
and the Congress campaign gathered force. The Mahasabha Conference that took place in Madura (later Madurai) over Christmas
1940 apprehended that the Congress strategy was succeeding. So
it decided to emulate it, announcing it would start a disobedience
campaign, if by 31 March 1941 the British Government had not
made a satisfactory response to the demand for Dominion Status
for India within a year of the end of the War.32 Intelligence reports
recorded that from the very outset there was no seriousness in this
threat:
no decision has yet been taken in regard to the manner in which “direct
action” is to be launched, if launched at all.33
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Soon even sympathetic audiences did not take these claims of
the Mahasabha seriously. Savarkar proposed at a public meeting
that should Japan forestall England in promising independence
to India, ‘she was likely to succeed in capturing the imagination
of the Indian people’, but this‘was greeted by the audience with
derisive laughter.’34
British Government of India in the expectation that this could be
consolidated in the future, for, as the Intelligence Bureau noted,
‘what weighs with him (Savarkar) most at present is the impor’.35
Finally, the Mahasabha backed out of the threat to launch any
“movement”.36 The Committee meeting Savarkar chaired at Cally.37
A reorganisation proposed by Ashutosh Lahiri, General Secretary, sought the “broad-basing” of the Mahasabha. A programme
‘which is exclusively dependent on the will and requirements of
our foreign masters’ lacked credibility. But that failed. Savarkar’s
objective remained what it had always been, namely, ‘the establishment of Hindu domination’. To this end, he worked toward
‘the strengthening of the Mahasabha hold on positions of administrative authority as and when favourable opportunities present
themselves.’ The former armed revolutionary terrorist now abhorred all confrontation with the Empire. ‘In private discussions,
the President made it clear that neither armed revolution nor “direct action” of the Congress variety was possible or likely to yield
the best results.’38
Hindu Mahasabha policies seemed ‘brazenly opportunist’ to
the British Director of the Intelligence Bureau.39At the height of
the “Quit India” movement, in Punjab, “The Hindu Mahasabha
has, at least for the time being, retired from the political arena”.40
Government informers provided it with an account of Savarkar’s
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speech at a closed door Mahasabha meeting where Savarkar spoke
of the need for a ‘Hindu Army’:
it is understood that he said that independence could only be attained
by resorting to arms, and Hindus should, therefore, cooperate with the
British. .. If the army were Indianised Government would grant more
concessions to India. He concluded with an appeal to Hindus to join the
army, secure Commissions in it and develop martial spirit.41

The Intelligence Bureau noted the same theme prevailed in
another Mahasabha meeting presided over by Madan Mohan Malaviya, Congress and Mahasabha leader, at a closed door meeting on 1 July 1941. This was ‘attended by a number of Hindu
Mahasabha leaders including Dr Shyama Prasad Mookerjee, Dr
B.S. Moonje and Sir J.P. Srivastava...decisions were in favour of
wholesale militarization of Hindus by enlistment in the army’.42
These policies of collaboration bore no great dividend. The
Mahasabha and RSS had no mass base at the time of the transfer
of power, so the British did not see any reason to reward them for
strategy is, I suggest, that it should be seen as a precursor of the
more recent eagerness to serve Western interests in South Asia.

The Military School and access to weaponry
During Savarkar’s Presidency, his associate B.S. Moonje, who
had travelled to Italy to meet Mussolini, worked on the Mahasabsupport.43 The Home Department and Defence Department noted
in September 1935 that the “Central Hindu Military Education
Society”, registered in Bombay Province, was intended for “Hindus” only, to provide for their “Military rejuvenation”. Prominent
Mahasabha members such as Sardar Chandroji Rao Angre (who
effectively ran the Gwalior Darbar), M.S. Aney and Keshav Rao
Hedgewar, were Members of this Society, and Dr. B.S. Moonje
of Nagpur its General Secretary. Two prominent donors were the
Maharaja of Gwalior who gave Rs. 100,000 as announced in the

A subaltern fascism? / K. Srinivasan

Times of India of 28 March 1938, and Motilal Manekchand, also
known as Pratap Seth, who gave the same amount, when the Society had set its target of raising Rs 300,000. Commander-in-Chief
(Sir Philip) Chetwode sponsored it in November 1935.44 So did
the Viceroy Lord Willingdon in March 1936. Willingdon’s successor (Lord) Linlithgow wrote on the 10th July 1936 to express his
support for ‘your public spirited enterprise’.
Moonje met the Defence Secretary Sir Richard Tottenham to
45
Apistrate of Nasik, Moonje pointed out:
seven years ago. It has got 5 or 6 branches in the districts of the Province
of C.P. and Berar. ...Licence under rule 32 of the Rules under the Arms
tion; so that the branches need not apply for separate Licences.46

Tottenham endorsed this and LeMesurier recommended accordingly to the Home Department of the Government. The Bhonsla Military School was licensed under rule 32 of the Indian Arms
Rules 1924, ‘for target practice valid for such area as Government
may prescribe’.47 A letter from “HR” of the Home Department,
Government of Bombay, to G.A. Shillidy, Deputy Inspector General of Police CID at Poona, stated:
I know little of the objects of the School except that it is said to be antiMuhammadan rather than anti-Government.48

Dr. Kurtakoti Shankaracharya said, whilst opening the school
on the 21 June 1937, that India
was mainly for Hindus even if the people of other religions lived in
India. Some would rather have any rule in India than that of the British
but he was content to have the British until India could defend herself.49

The Times of India reported that Moonje said:
Britain has defended India for the last 150 years, now it is India’s duty
to relieve Britain of the arduous work, and to help defend the Empire.50
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Moonje wrote to Dr Jayakar that the Commander in Chief’s
was historic, for

to an Indian School.51

Moonje’s proposal for the Bhosala Military Academy was
informed by his concern to create a fascist personality from the
clay of Indian manhood. Addressing the question ‘Why should we
establish a military school?’, he answered:
the game of
killing masses of men...The same thought is repeated...by Signor Mussolini, the Maker of the Modern Italy...Germany has gone into the matone side and Plassey on the other.52 (italics mine)

The Congress Chief Minister of the Central Provinces and Berar in 1937 was the Mahasabha sympathiser N.B. Khare. As soon
licensing Hindu schools to train students in marksmanship. Years
later he answered the question as to what were his most important
policies as Prime Minister of CP and Berar:
I...gave permission for military training; I initiated a policy of starting
53

Savarkar wrote Khare on 1 July 1938 to note how gratifying
it was that
your government has assured the people that high schools in your provfuture (in securing) govt. permission to introduce military training and
54

and urged that he further this policy by setting up a military college in CP Berar.
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On 21 September 1938 Savarkar circulated a copy of Khare’s
arms licence which laid down the terms under which such a licence
could be issued to schools and colleges ‘even under the present
Arms Act’. He urged that other Hindu schools and colleges apply
to their provincial governments citing this case, claiming that it
requires no hard conditions nor does demand much time’. Khare’s
grant of this license to the Craddock High School at Wardha not
far from Gandhi’s ashram and close to the provincial capital of
Nagpur on 29 July 1938 stated:
The Government of the Central Provinces and Berar has approved of the
grant to the Head Master, Craddock High school, Wardha, of Licence in
form under rule 32 of the Indian Arms Rules 1924 for starting a shooting
club to give selected public not below the age of 14, and teachers of the
Craddock High School, Wardha target practice on the following terms:
The Grant of the Licence will cover the following arms ammunition – 6
55

cant; yet it is a part of a larger strategy of cultivating the military
and its related and successor organisations. Two related features
are worth bearing in mind. First, even as the Mahasabha recruited
for the war effort and sought to gain access to the means of violence, it was regarded as no real threat by the British, which is
why the activities of its related organisations were also tolerated.
Secondly, as India moved towards Independence and in the desibility of a more political role.

Provinces, Darbars, state forces, the arms factory, and
pogroms
The Darbars or courts of the Hindu Princely States56 were an important Mahasabha-RSS concern, because they controlled State
Forces or armies which were, of course, nothing in relation to the
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Indian Army but an important weapon against local Muslim populations. Moreover, important personalities circulated between various Princely Courts and important Provinces, frequently in high
that organised mass killings. Yet this did not seem to the British
action.57 The Report of the Resident to the Gwalior Court noted:
86. Activities of the Rashtriya Swayam Sevak Sangh have been reported
of the State is said to have been arranging for arms and giving training to volunteers...The Gwalior UTC is reported to have been provided
commander.58

In keeping with this tolerance of the Mahasabha, claims by
Muslims of discrimination by Gwalior State were treated very
lightly by the Resident and the Political Department when protests
were held in Lucknow about this. Presumably such protests could
not be held publicly in Gwalior itself.59
A meeting of the UP Muslim League was held at Lucknow on the 15th
of April to voice a protest against the alleged anti-Muslim policy of the
Darbar.60

But these protests were ignored. E.W.R. Lumby, a Political
question, which were recently submitted, indicate that the Muslim
grievances have been grossly exaggerated’.61
The Political Department echoed the Resident’s lack of concern about Muslim grievances. A note in the margin added:
We had much experience in Bombay of this exaggerated talk of ‘grievances’. They generally boiled down to very little. HH of Gwalior has
often told me that less than 1 per cent of his Muslim subjects feel this
way and I believe him.62

Yet M.A. Sreenivasan, the newly appointed Vice-President of
the Council, recorded his early impression:
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The communal hatred and violence... spread to the State and its capital,
fuelled by the Hindu Mahasabha and the Rashtriya Seva Sangh (sic),
active and powerful orgnizations whose anti-Muslim and anti-Gandhi
killed and thrown out of the trains that traversed Gwalior state. There
were days when twenty or thirty Muslim bodies were collected by the
State police alongside the railway line...It was no longer a secret in New
Delhi and elsewhere that the Maharaja had a soft corner for the Hindu
Mahasabha and the RSS.63

Moonje moved to Gwalior for a period at Independence to
lobby for a state-supported munitions factory managed by the Birlas to manufacture arms for Hindus at war with Muslims. Writing
to M. A. Sreenivasan, Moonje said:
I hope you have not allowed to pass out of your mind what I have put
arms by private and state agencies in your state. I have personally seen
Mr. Mandelia’s workshop. Besides he is himself personally willing to
undertake the work. He only requires little encouragement and connivance if not actual authority from you. I have also written to Mr. G.D.
Birla in the matter.64

On the same day he wrote to the Maharaja in similar terms, and
followed all this up with another letter to Sreenivasan on 2 September 1947:
you yourself will be thoroughly reconciled to the idea that Moslems
engaged in Police and Military service are now a danger to the Hindus
65

Given the dangers Moonje claimed existed, he saw this as an opportunity to
bring to your notice that my friend, Mr. Ghanshyam Das Birla writes to
me in his letter of 24th August from New Delhi. He says, “Thanks for
your letter. We are going to build up a very big workshop in Gwalior, and
arms. The matter depends entirely on Government”. This clinches the
matter. It is now for you to decide whether to give your encouragement
to Mr. Mandelia to begin producing arms. In Nizam Hyderabad arms are
being manufactured, why should Gwalior lag behind ...If you be favour-
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ably inclined to the proposal regarding the manufacture of Fire-arms I
may meet you and Mr. Mandelia the Manager of the Birla Cotton Mills
together for further discussions.66

Sreenivasan wrote back to him sharply about the Mahasabha agitations in Gwalior but added:
I have already taken action in regard to the proposal to depute Mr Kavadey to work in the BSA [Birmingham Small Arms] Factory. You may
rest assured I shall keep the subject prominently in my mind.67

Yet, since Sreenivasan recorded his sharp disapproval of the
may not have given this proposal any support. On 2 September
1947 Moonje repeated these claims in identical terms to the Maharaja as well.
At Accession (of the Princely States to the Union of India)
and at Independence in 1947 the same N.B. Khare who had earlier been Premier of CP Berar was now Prime Minister of Alwar
(and informally advisor to the ruler of Bharatpur as well). A large
Muslim minority primarily of the Meo community lived in these
two states. Khare organized a pogrom by these two state armies
that is estimated to have led to the killing of 82,000 Muslims in the
course of a few days, possibly with the complicity of the Home
Minister in Delhi, Vallabhbhai Patel.68
But Moonje was damn pleased with what I did to the Muslims of Alwar…. He called me to Nasik and embraced me...More than anything
else, what I did in Alwar and the way I broke the back of Muslims there
pleased Dr Moonje immensely. I was in Delhi as a member of the Constituent Assembly in 1947. Moonje was also in Delhi in December. So
he gave me a good party, a huge party, an At Home. When I went there,
Moonje caught hold of me and embraced me saying, “Doctor, All of us
are very pleased with what you have done in Alwar, whatever we have
done to each other let us forget.”69

Moonje, evidently on cordial terms with Vallabhbhai Patel,
wrote to him about riots in Ahmedabad, replying to Patel’s letter
of 9 July:

117

A subaltern fascism? / K. Srinivasan
This state of things clearly proves the necessity of taking a more realistic view of the situation and of making arrangements immediately to
train Hindus in the art of stabbing as well.70

Patel became Home Minister in the Interim Government a
few months later. Moonje reminded him that when they last met
with G.D. Birla on 17 June, Patel had promised to visit his military school, the purpose of which he explained was to prepare for
civil war: ‘If we must go through Civil Wars, let us go through it
and be done with it’.
Khare’s actions in Central Provinces and Berar as a Mahasabha-sympathetic Congressman bear some similarity to those of another Mahasabha-friendly Premier, Pandit Gobind Ballabh Pant of
the United Provinces, recorded in his Home Secretary Rajeshwar
Dayal’s memoir.71
documentary proof that the RSS leader Golwalkar had personally
organised a large pogrom of Muslims in the western districts of
UP:
blueprints of great accuracy and professionalism of every town and village in that vast area, prominently marking out the Muslim localities
and habitations. There were also detailed instructions regarding access
to the various locations.

Both Jaitley and Dayal demanded that Golwalkar be immediately arrested. But Pant procrastinated, organised a long Cabinet
meeting to discuss the matter, sent a questionnaire to Golwalkar,
72

Changing masters?
By 1943, the policy of support for the British which Savarkar canvassed was tempered by the thought that the Japanese might win
the War. Accordingly, in Bengal, the Mahasabha leader Shyama
Prasad Mookerjee wanted British permission for a ‘Bengal National Army’.73
[T]he Mahasabha Minister, S. P. Mookerjee, has been increasingly insistent in his demand for a Bengal National Army.
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The Mahasabha further entertained the prospect of switching
sides.74 Accordingly, Mookerjee proposed that ‘until one or the
other of the opposing parties in the present war established unquestionable superiority’ the Mahasabha must ‘contrive to sit on
the fence and watch the results’. They should prepare themselves
in the meantime, he said, to ‘take as much advantage of the last
results, when the war ends’.
Mookerjee explained to Lord Linlithgow, Viceroy, that Indians might well welcome Japanese rule in India as they had welcomed the Battle of Plassey:75
Indeed a blind pursuit of a repressive policy may well create an atmosphere in India which will make us look upon the enemy as a virtual
liberator from the hands of the oppressors, a state of feeling with which
Indians hailed your ancestors under different surroundings in this very
country about 200 years ago, when they gradually changed from their
role of traders to that of masters of Indian affairs.76

It would seem then that this threat might signify no more than
the possibility of exchanging allegiance from one master to another. This view was still openly expressed by Mahasabha leaders
well after the War had ended, on the very eve of Independence,
when B.S. Moonje issued a press statement with the rhetorical
How can we admire and pay respect to the Congress which instead of
showing the imperial mentality, as the British were doing, to rule over
Hindus and Moslems… (sic).77

The Parivar, fascism and the Government of India
The Mahasabha’s public praise for Mussolini and Hitler invited no
displeasure from the British Government of India. This was in part
due to the ambivalence that Britain herself maintained about fascism until well into the War, with important colonial civil servants
sometimes expressing similar views. The less important reason
was that the Mahasabha as a loyal ally was permitted a measure of
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indulgence not afforded the Congress or the Communists. Consequently, Savarkar’s admiration for the Axis Powers was not seen
as a threat to the Government of India. As intelligence recorded,
he ‘dwelt at length on Jawaharlal’s activities which it is said alienated the sympathies of foreign nations like Italy, Germany and
Japan’.78
He had already propounded in 1938 that what Hitler was then
were not part of the German nation, seeing there an analogy to the
position of the Muslims in India.
Several communities may live in one country for thousands of years
but this does not help in forming a nation...In Germany the movement
of the Germans is the national movement but that of the Jews is a communal one.79

He elaborated on this the following year at Poona in his lecture to some 400 students at the Law College on 31 July, well after
Kristallnacht. According to one report of this, he said:
Nationality did not depend so much on a common geographical area as
on unity of thought, religion, language and culture. For this reason the
Germans and Jews could not be regarded as one nation. In the same way
India was a nation of Hindus as they were in the majority.80

The RSS’s evident militarism made the Government consider
banning it in 1942, but it decided against doing so.81 In the course
of discussions, the Deputy Commissioner, Buldana, had thus described its activities in his area:

Government or even to oppose it.

Special Branch reports on the RSS and Hindu Mahasabha in
1942 had already noted that in January B.S. Moonje and other
prominent leaders advised Hindus to defend India not just from
from external aggression but also the ‘internal rapacity of the
Muslims’. One Dr. P.G. Sahasrabudhe had addressed the volun-
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teers on three occasions, on one of which, on 21 May 1942, he
drew attention to the value of propaganda,
quoting Russia and Germany as examples, and again extolled the virtues of the Leader principle, citing Mussolini’s success.82

The Fourth Security Conference held at Nagpur on 8–9 March
1943 reconsidered the question of a ban:
Item: 7 – ...in its organisation and behaviour Fascist tendencies are obvious... So far the Sangh has not provoked authority, indeed the impresof the Sangh is based on Fascist principles, the elective and committee
systems being absent...The leaders of the Sangh (sometimes called organizers) are entitled “Chalak” (the exact Hindi equivalent of the word
Fuehrer).83

The Conference noted that the RSS derived some support in
places from well-wishers in the Indian National Congress:
the Sangh is in places supported by Congressmen and at many places,
especially in Marathi-speaking districts, by more moderate and proGovernment elements, like Rao Bahadur Khare of Amraoti and Mr.
Kane of Yeotmal.84

tion. In 1942 the Quit India movement had demonstrated an extraordinary level of mass mobilisation against British rule, much
of it spontaneous or connected with underground organisations.85
By contrast, the RSS, drilling ceaselessly, and the Mahasabha,
constituted no threat to British rule in India but constituted a threat
only to the Muslims.
Even though India was not free in 1939, Savarkar saw as a
could now bear arms even under British rule.
The progress I see after 30 or 36 years is not disappointing...We have
Poona where the recital of Vande Mataram song was penalised...There
in places like Poona and Nasik.86
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Indeed, the Hindu Right has always nourished ambitions of
reaching out to the armed forces. Some Army commanders on
their part have long considered freeing themselves from democratically elected governments and building relationships with
Britain and the United States. In such scenarios there is no declared military political party, but only a formation that prizes itself on being anti-political.
Shortly before Independence, Viceroy Mountbatten’s Chief of
Staff cabled him that Major-General Cariappa, the senior Indian
Indian army might take over from the British:
Cariappa came to see me yesterday and volunteered the amazing suggestion that Indian Army with either Nehru or Jinnah as Commander-inChief should take over power when we left in June 1948.87

Ismay recorded that he at once told him that his proposal
was not only wholly impracticable but highly dangerous, that throughout history the rule of an Army had always proved tyrannical and incompetent and that Army must always be servants and not masters. I
added that Indian Army by remaining united and refusing to take sides
ahead but that they must always be subservient to civil power. I concluded by begging him to put idea right out of his mind and never to
mention it again even in [the] strictest secrecy.88

Anti-Fascist mobilisation in India
aged by the British Government of India, it was accepted neverfascist activity in India was discouraged even after the War began
by a police force which was concerned that no insulting references
to Adolf Hitler be made anywhere in the Indian press. On 9 October 1939, T.K. Menon wrote to the Deputy Commissioner of
Police, Special Branch (C.I.D.), Head of Police Station Bombay,
enclosing copies of a poster he had published in his capacity as
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Hon. Secretary of ‘The Anti-Nazi League in India’, which he proposed to distribute in different cities of India:
WANTED Dead or Alive! WANTED! REWARD Rs. 50,000 ADOLPH
HITLER For MURDER... THE ANTI-NAZI LEAGUE OF INDIA
MINTO HOUSE, Bombay 8 (Branches throughout India, and allied Societies throughout the world including Germany).

In Government’s eyes Menon had issued an illegal poster
sult to the German nation and its Leader’. The Commissioner of
Police warned him that ‘such offensive propaganda could do no
good to anyone’ and ‘action could be taken under the law’. This
was on 22 July 1939, in other words, before the outbreak of hostilities between England and Germany.89 In the Home Department
wrote by hand instructions on 17 October 1939 and marked the
This poster is (1) in bad taste (2) an unauthorised news sheet and (3)
may be misconstrued in India as an incitement to murder. C (Commissioner Police, KS) may be asked to advise Mr. Menon as at (2) and
Chief Presidency Magistrate may be asked not to authorise it. We might
also write to Times of India.90

So, too, the Home Department Bombay, which then wrote to
Francis Low, editor of the Times of India,91 that the printed poster
proposed to be issued by the Anti-Nazi League of India was an unauthorised news-sheet, because the printer and the place of printing were not mentioned in the publication itself, notwithstanding
Menon’s admission, and moreover that the Government considered ‘the poster to be in bad taste and one that may be misconstrued in this country as an incitement to murder’.
Low wrote back to N.P.A. Smith:
If the Times Press has done wrong in publishing the poster, all we can do
is to apologise for our mistake and promise not to do it again.92
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Mr. Menon was called up on 19 October, and thereafter the
CID (Special Branch) seized all 5,000 copies of the poster.93 In
February 1940, in response to the British Consul at Damascus’
request for copies of those posters to aid the War effort, the Home
Department pronounced mutton-headedly that ‘when we suppressed publication here it doesn’t seem proper to encourage publication elsewhere’.94
Yet, all the above is especially curious given that at 11.15
GMT on 3 September 1939 Neville Chamberlain, Prime Minister
of Great Britain, had announced that “this country is at war with
Germany”, and the British Empire and Dominions also declared
war the same day, the declaration made by Viceroy Linlithgow on
behalf of India.
By contrast, Khwaja Ahmad Abbas in the Bombay Chronicle
in India to the international situation of the time.
The basis for Fascist propaganda in India is provided by the prevailing
anti-British temper of the Indian People...some of these very “mountebanks of Asia” are today among the foremost Nazi propagandists in
India. Some of them, still exiles living in Europe and, not unnaturally,
nursing feelings against the British, are being exploited by the Nazi and
Fascist Governments. They seem to forget the words of Hitler: “I as a
German prefer much more to see India under British Government than
under any other...I must not connect the fate of the German people with
these so-called ‘oppressed nations’ who are clearly of racial inferiority”
(Mein Kampf, German edition, p. 747). And the credit for this goes to
the Socialist Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru who, during his two recent terms
give the Indian Nationalist movement its correct perspective as a part of
the larger world movement...At over a thousand meetings...he [Nehru]
repeatedly explained the International situation, dwelt on the danger of
Fascism and showed why the Indian Nationalists should beware of letting their movement take a turn for totalitarianism...Hindu communalist organisation[s] have often expressed sympathy with Germany and
Japan.

Finally, Abbas warned of the danger that the Palestine issue
posed for the Indian understanding of European fascism:
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But the cleverest trump card played by the Nazis in India as in other
Muslim countries is the Palestine issue. The Muslims of India naturally
have strong sympathies for the Arabs and the Nazi agents have cleverly
exploited this to create anti-Jewish sentiment which was hitherto not
very prominent.

Notwithstanding the Mahasabha’s endorsement of Hitler’s actions against the Jews during the 1930s and the War, when the
new State of Israel was established a letter was received from an
Israeli lobbyist in Bombay soliciting information about the Hindu
Mahasabha and the RSS. The letter was received with great enthusiasm,95 and the reply was prompt:
We look upon Israel as the citadel against the menace of Muslim aggressiveness and Hindu Mahasabha stands for creating an indissoluble tie
between Israel and India. Our All India Working Committee is meeting
on the 10th and 11th September next and we hope to have a resolution
passed demanding immediate recognition of Israel by the Government
of India.96

Final remarks
As it became clear that the Mahasabha, unlike the Congress and
the Muslim League, would not determine future constitutional arrangements for India, it (the Sabha) came to focus on the Hindu
lobby in the Congress and the Princely states to be able to gain
access to weaponry and state forces, for pogroms in 1946–48 that
would change demographies. After Independence, and for decades, they concentrated on building a mass base as a sense of
crisis deepened throughout the country. The Mahasabha’s successor party the BJP can now play the game of anti-politics allying
with authoritarians such as Anna Hazare who claim to be above
party politics, and portraying corruption as an inevitable outcome
of liberal democracy.
At the same time, in the years after Independence they have
gained a great measure of respectability by participating in the
common culture of national security that embraces all the major
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parliamentary parties, who also accept a variety of coercive acts
performed on Indians. The demonisation of different communities in turn, and the insidious culture of national security, have
been adopted by both the Hindu Right and the Congress, sometimes with the tacit approval of the Communist parties. Just as
Congress hoodlums conducted the massacre of Sikhs in Delhi, the
army, police and paramilitary organisations have been responsible
for atrocities in Punjab and Kashmir, even as the Sangh and the
Communists supported them. The attribution of magical powers
to communities in order to demonize them is in fact closely related to the worldwide secular religion of “national security”, that
demands the coercive extortion of information and massacres in
the name of a collective, for both pathologies identify a threat
from the outsider within. Today the views of the Mahasabha’s successors on questions of security are often indistinguishable from
those of the Indian National Congress and the Communist Party
of India (Marxist).”
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92 S.D. 6031 (19.10.39) to N.P.A. Smith Esq., Home Secretary (War), Home
Department Bombay.
93 To N.P.A. Smith of the Indian Police the Joint Secretary to the Government
of Bombay referred to his Secret D.O. No. S.D. 4011, dated 18th October
1939, and the Secretary’s note of 17.10.39, about anti-Nazi activities by T.K.
Menon.
(1) 145, initialed ‘G’.
ed me to give them a clear idea about the present strength of the All India
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Hindu Mahasabha and of the R.S.S....Your letter will be treated as strictly
scripts NMMLC-179, India and Israel (A Monthly Publication) Bombay,
15th September 1949, c/o Western Printers & Publishers, 23 Hamam Street,
Fort.
96 The General Secretary, All India Hindu Mahasabha.
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