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Abstract: 
Communalism constitutes one of the most persistent and deeply rooted challenges in the social and political 
history of modern India. This paper undertakes a comprehensive sociological and historical examination of the 
emergence and growth of communalism during the colonial period, using Bipan Chandra’s three-stage 
framework as its principal analytical tool. The study rejects the notion that communalism is a manifestation of 
ancient or primordial religious hostility and instead argues that it is a modern political phenomenon shaped by 
British colonial governance, socio-economic transformations, and elite strategies of political mobilization. 
Drawing upon qualitative analysis of secondary sources including historical texts, sociological studies, and 
colonial records, the paper explores how administrative practices such as census classification, separate 
electorates, differential patronage, and constitutional reforms institutionalized religious identities and 
encouraged competitive communal politics. By integrating historical narratives with sociological theories of 
conflict and social identity, the paper conceptualizes communalism as a structural and strategic process rather 
than a purely ideological or emotional phenomenon. The analysis further examines the long-term consequences 
of communalism, particularly the Partition of India in 1947 and the persistence of communal tensions in post-
colonial India. The paper contributes to existing scholarship by bridging the gap between historical and 
sociological perspectives, offering a nuanced framework for understanding communalism in both colonial and 
contemporary contexts.      
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Introduction 
The final decades of British colonial rule in India, 
particularly the period between 1920 and 1947, were 
marked by a complex and often contradictory 
coexistence of mass nationalist mobilization and the 
rapid growth of communal politics (Chandra, 1989). 
On the one hand, the Indian national movement 
sought to unite diverse social groups across 
religious, regional, linguistic, and cultural 
boundaries in a collective struggle against colonial 
domination. On the other hand, communal 
ideologies increasingly emphasized religious 
identity as the primary basis of political loyalty, 
representation, and collective action (Pandey, 1990). 
This tension between inclusive nationalism and 
exclusivist communalism profoundly shaped the 
political and social trajectory of late colonial India. 
Leaders of the Indian National Congress articulated 
a vision of nationalism grounded in secular and 
democratic principles, emphasizing unity among 

Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, and other 
communities (Chandra, 1989). Despite these efforts, 
the growth of communal organizations and identity-
based political mobilization gradually eroded the 
inclusive foundations of the national movement. 
Electoral competition, constitutional negotiations, 
and debates over political representation 
increasingly came to be framed in communal terms, 
deepening social divisions and weakening the 
collective struggle against colonial rule (Metcalf, 
1994). 
 
In the Indian context, communalism refers to an 
ideology that views followers of a particular religion 
as forming a distinct political and social community 
whose interests are perceived as inherently different 
from, and often opposed to, those of other religious 
groups (Chandra, 1984). Contrary to popular 
narratives that portray communalism as the result of 
age-old religious antagonisms, modern scholarship 
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emphasizes its historical specificity and modern 
origins (Pandey, 1990; Brass, 2003). This paper 
adopts Bipan Chandra’s theoretical framework to 
analyze communalism as a product of colonial 
modernity, shaped by administrative practices, 
socio-economic change, and elite political strategies 
rather than by religion itself. 

Research Objectives 
The present study is guided by the following 
objectives: 
1. To examine the concept and historical emergence 
of communalism in colonial India. 
2. To analyze Bipan Chandra’s three-stage theory of 
communalism from a sociological perspective. 
3. To explore the role of British colonial policies in 
institutionalizing communal identities. 
4. To interpret communal conflict using sociological 
theories of power, conflict, and identity. 
5. To assess the long-term impact of communalism 
on Indian society and politics. 

Research Gap 
Although communalism has been extensively 
studied by historians, political scientists, and 
sociologists, significant gaps remain in the existing 
scholarship. Historical studies often focus on 
political events, constitutional developments, and 
colonial policies, while sociological analyses tend to 
examine communal conflict in abstraction from its 
historical roots (Pandey, 1990; Brass, 2003). As a 
result, communalism is sometimes treated either as a 
purely political strategy or as a socio-cultural 
phenomenon detached from the structures of 
colonial governance. 
 
This paper addresses this gap by integrating 
historical analysis with sociological theory through 
the application of Bipan Chandra’s three-stage 
framework. By situating communalism within the 
broader context of colonial political economy, 
administrative practices, and class relations, the 
study provides a historically grounded sociological 
interpretation of communalism as a modern and 
structural phenomenon rather than an inevitable 
outcome of religious diversity. 

Theoretical Framework: Bipan Chandra’s Three 
Stages of Communalism 
Bipan Chandra conceptualizes communalism as a 
historically evolving phenomenon rather than a 
static or timeless ideology rooted in religion 
(Chandra, 1984). According to him, communalism 
developed through distinct stages in response to 
specific political, economic, and social conditions 
under colonial rule. 
 
The first stage, liberal communalism, involved the 
articulation of community-specific interests within a 
broader nationalist framework. During this phase, 
political leaders acknowledged religious identities 
but did not view them as incompatible with the idea 
of a united Indian nation. Demands for 
representation and safeguards were expressed 
without challenging the possibility of inter-
communal cooperation (Chandra, 1984). 
 
The second stage, extreme communalism, marked a 
significant shift toward exclusivist politics. 
Religious identity became the primary basis of 
political mobilization, and differences between 
communities were emphasized over shared social 
and economic interests. Political leadership 
increasingly relied on religious symbols, myths, and 
historical narratives to consolidate support, fostering 
mutual suspicion and hostility (Pandey, 1990). 
 
The third stage, separatist communalism, culminated 
in demands for political separation based on 
religious identity. This stage represented the 
breakdown of the nationalist consensus and led 
directly to the Partition of India in 1947. For 
Chandra, this progression demonstrates that 
communalism was neither inevitable nor natural but 
the result of specific historical and political 
processes (Chandra, 1989). 

Methodology 
The study employs a qualitative research 
methodology based exclusively on secondary 
sources. Data have been drawn from historical 
monographs, peer-reviewed journal articles, 
sociological analyses, and colonial administrative 
records. The methodological approach is analytical 
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and interpretive, focusing on tracing the historical 
development of communalism and examining its 
sociological dimensions through established 
theoretical frameworks (Brass, 2003). 
 
No primary data collection has been undertaken, as 
the objective of the study is theoretical and historical 
interpretation rather than empirical measurement. 
The reliance on well-established scholarly sources 
ensures academic rigor and minimizes the risk of 
factual or interpretive error. 
 
Discussion and Analysis 

The historiography of communalism in India reflects 
diverse theoretical orientations and methodological 
approaches, each offering distinct insights into its 
origins and evolution. Nationalist historians 
emphasize the role of British colonial policies, 
particularly the strategy of divide and rule, in 
fostering communal divisions (Chandra, 1989). 
From this perspective, communalism is seen as a 
deliberate colonial construct designed to weaken the 
nationalist movement by fragmenting Indian society 
along religious lines. The introduction of separate 
electorates, communal awards, and the manipulation 
of religious identities are interpreted as calculated 
measures to undermine the unity of the anti-colonial 
struggle. 
Marxist historians, including Bipan Chandra and 
Irfan Habib, locate communalism within the broader 
political economy of colonial India. They argue that 
communalism served the interests of dominant 
classes and political elites, who used religious 
identity as a convenient tool to mobilize support and 
deflect attention from class-based inequalities 
(Habib, 1995). In this framework, communalism is 
not merely a product of colonial manipulation but 
also a reflection of structural contradictions within 
Indian society. The economic transformations 
brought about by colonialism—such as 
commercialization of agriculture, uneven industrial 
growth, and the emergence of new middle classes—
created fertile ground for communal politics, as 
elites sought to preserve their privileges by 
channeling discontent into religious divisions. 

Revisionist historians, such as Gyanendra Pandey 
and Susan Bayly, emphasize the role of colonial 
modernity, institutional politics, and identity 
negotiation in shaping communal consciousness 
(Pandey, 1990; Bayly, 1999). They argue that 
communalism cannot be reduced solely to colonial 
policy or elite manipulation; rather, it must be 
understood as a dynamic process in which 
communities actively negotiated their identities in 
response to modern institutions such as the census, 
education, and representative politics. This 
perspective highlights the agency of local actors and 
the complex interplay between colonial structures 
and indigenous social practices. 
Colonial policies such as separate electorates 
institutionalized religious identity as a basis for 
political representation, encouraging competitive 
communal mobilization (Metcalf, 1994). Census 
operations reinforced rigid classifications, while 
differential patronage created material incentives for 
communal organization. These measures not only 
hardened religious boundaries but also transformed 
them into political categories with tangible 
consequences. From a sociological perspective, 
communalism can be understood through conflict 
theory, which highlights struggles over power and 
resources, and social identity theory, which explains 
the emotional and symbolic dimensions of group 
mobilization (Brass, 2003; Jaffrelot, 2005). Together, 
these frameworks underscore that communalism was 
both materially grounded and symbolically charged, 
combining economic interests with cultural anxieties. 

Impact and Legacy of Communalism 

The most profound consequence of communalism in 
colonial India was the Partition of 1947, which 
resulted in unprecedented violence, mass 
displacement, and long-term social trauma (Chandra, 
1989). The Partition not only redrew political 
boundaries but also left deep scars on collective 
memory, shaping inter-community relations for 
generations. Beyond Partition, the 
institutionalization of communal identities during 
the colonial period contributed to the persistence of 
communal tensions in post-colonial India. Electoral 
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politics, social relations, and public discourse 
continued to be influenced by the communal 
categories established under colonial rule (Brass, 
2003). The legacy of communalism is thus not 
confined to the colonial past but remains embedded 
in the structures of modern Indian democracy, where 
religious identity often intersects with political 
mobilization and socio-economic competition. 

Conclusion 

Communalism in colonial India was a modern and 
historically contingent phenomenon rooted in 
colonial governance, socio-economic transformation, 
and elite political strategies rather than ancient 
religious animosities. It emerged as a product of 
both external manipulation and internal 
contradictions, shaped by the interaction of colonial 
institutions, economic changes, and identity politics. 
Bipan Chandra’s three-stage theory provides a 
robust framework for understanding its evolution 
and sociological significance, tracing its trajectory 
from localized conflicts to organized political 
movements and finally to mass communal 
mobilization. 
ecognizing the historical and structural dimensions 
of communalism is essential for addressing 
communal conflicts in contemporary India. By 
situating communalism within its colonial and socio-
economic context, scholars can move beyond 
simplistic explanations of religious antagonism and 
instead highlight the role of political strategies, 
institutional frameworks, and identity negotiations. 

This approach not only enriches our understanding 
of the past but also offers critical insights for the 
present, reminding us that communalism is neither 
inevitable nor timeless, but a historically constructed 
phenomenon that can be challenged through 
inclusive politics, equitable development, and 
sustained dialogue. In this sense, the study of 
communalism is not merely an academic exercise 
but a vital contribution to the ongoing project of 
building a plural, democratic, and socially just India. 
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