Background of the Communal Award

The British had tried many times to solve the political problems of India, but earlier efforts like
the Simon Commission and the Round Table Conferences failed. Minority groups such as
Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, and Untouchables asked for protection and fair rights. Congress and
Muslim League did not agree on how seats should be divided. To control the situation and reduce
tensions, the British government introduced a new plan in 1932 called the Communal Award.

Announcement of the Award

The Communal Award was announced on 16 August 1932 by the British Prime Minister Ramsay
MacDonald. It was also known as the “MacDonald Award.” The Award introduced separate
electorates, meaning each community would vote only for its own representatives. Minorities
and lower castes were given reserved seats in the legislative assemblies. The British claimed this
would protect the rights of small communities in India.

Provisions of the Award

According to the Award, separate electorates were given to Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, Anglo-
Indians, Europeans, and also to the Untouchables for the first time. Minorities were given more
seats than their population in some areas, called weightage. Muslims were given majorities in
Bengal and Punjab assemblies, while Hindus kept majorities in other provinces. However, the
British kept overall control of central powers in their own hands.

Reactions of Different Communities

Different communities reacted differently to the Award. Muslims welcomed it because they got
strong positions in Bengal and Punjab. Sikhs were unhappy because they felt their share was too
small. Hindus disliked giving separate electorates to the Untouchables, as it divided Hindu
society. Gandhi strongly opposed this, while Dr. Ambedkar, the leader of the Untouchables,
supported it. Anglo-Indians and Christians accepted the Award. Overall, it created more divisions
in Indian politics.

Gandhi’s Opposition and the Poona Pact

Gandhi started a fast unto death against the provision of separate electorates for Untouchables,
because he thought it would break Hindu unity by dividing them into high and low castes. Dr.
Ambedkar at first supported separate electorates but later, under great pressure, signed a
compromise with Gandhi. This was called the Poona Pact of September 1932. According to this
pact, the Untouchables lost separate electorates but gained reserved seats within joint electorates.
Gandhi ended his fast after this agreement.

Impact of the Communal Award

The Communal Award strengthened the political position of Muslims in Bengal and Punjab and
gave more importance to the Untouchables. It also made minorities more politically active.



However, it created more mistrust and divisions between Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs. Many
people felt that the British were again using their “divide and rule” policy to weaken Indian
unity. The Award became a very controversial decision in Indian history.

Failure of the Communal Award

The Communal Award failed because instead of bringing Indians together, it increased divisions
among them. Hindus and Muslims did not trust each other, Sikhs were dissatisfied, and Gandhi
opposed the separate electorates for Untouchables. The Poona Pact also showed that the Award
could not be fully applied. The British plan created more problems than solutions, and it could
not unite the Indian communities for a common future.



