
Communal Violence in British India 

Introduction 

Communal violence refers to violent conflict between religious communities, especially Hindus 

and Muslims in British India. This violence grew worse during colonial rule because of the 

British divide-and-rule policy. The separation of Hindus and Muslims in censuses, combined 

with propaganda in newspapers and speeches, increased hatred. Economic struggles, such as 

poverty and job competition, made matters worse. These clashes deeply influenced politics and 

strengthened the Muslim demand for Pakistan. 

 

Early Examples of Communal Riots 

The first major communal riot took place in Bombay in 1893, followed by clashes in Bengal in 

1907 after the Partition of Bengal. The Kanpur riots of 1913 showed how relations were 

deteriorating between communities. For a brief period, the Lucknow Pact of 1916 gave hope for 

Hindu-Muslim cooperation, but unity broke down after the Khilafat and Non-Cooperation 

movements failed. By the 1920s, communal riots had become common in different cities and 

provinces, setting the stage for much larger violence in the 1940s. 

 

Causes of Communal Violence 

There were many causes behind communal violence. Political competition between the Congress 

and Muslim League created sharp divisions. The British deliberately encouraged separation to 

maintain control. Religious and cultural differences deepened suspicion, while economic 

inequality and unemployment increased anger in society. Newspapers and leaders’ speeches 

often spread hate, fueling emotions. A history of earlier riots made communities fearful and less 

willing to trust each other. In many cases, political leaders also failed to control their followers, 

which led to uncontrolled violence. 

 

Major Incidents of Communal Violence 

Several tragic incidents highlighted the destructive scale of communal violence. Direct Action 

Day in Calcutta (1946) was a turning point, where riots broke out despite plans for peaceful 

protest. Soon after, the Bihar riots of 1946 saw Muslims attacked by Hindu mobs, while the 

Noakhali riots in Bengal targeted Hindus. The worst came during the Partition of 1947 in Punjab, 

where trains and villages were attacked, and thousands were killed on both sides. Women were 

among the greatest victims, suffering abductions, violence, and forced migrations. 

Consequences and Significance 



The results of communal violence were far-reaching. Muslims became convinced that living with 

Hindus in one state was impossible, which strengthened the League’s demand for Pakistan. 

Congress blamed the League for dividing India, worsening political deadlock. The British 

realized that a united India was no longer practical. Partition in 1947 became certain, though it 

brought even greater violence and migration. Millions were displaced, thousands were killed, 

and permanent scars were left on both communities. Ultimately, communal violence played a 

decisive role in shaping the political outcome that led to the creation of Pakistan. 

 


