	Back to Interest Areas
	Home


muslimpar.doc

C. FUREDY
Muslim Participation in Colonial Local Administration: The Case of Calcutta, 1876-1900
As a ratepaying group, Muslims were disadvantaged in participating in the elective municipal system established in Calcutta in 1876, since proportionately few Muslims were enfranchised. Furthermore, there was initially no active group of Muslim leaders interested in municipal affairs. However, in the 1880's the National Mahommedan Association worked to increase Muslim participation in the Calcutta Corporation. Its leaders strove for an independent stance in municipal affairs, but were unable to develop real power in the Corporation. The attempt to work within the system of local administration as a minority communal group was discouraging and subsequently Muslims began to press for separate electorates in local representative systems.
This paper examines Muslim participation in the Calcutta municipal system in the last quarter of the century. A discussion of the involvement of Muslims as commissioners in the Calcutta Corporation and of the strategic dilemmas they faced as a minority group in municipal affairs, provides part of the background for understanding later communal politics in larger electorates.
Muslims in the Calcutta Municipality
When the Government of Bengal instituted a largely elected municipal corporation in Calcutta in 1876, it became, in effect, an arena of competition for the leaders of the communal groups of the city. All the factors which contributed to the general 'backward​ness' of Calcutta's Muslims in relation to modern institutions worked to disadvantage the Muslims in the competition within the new municipal system.
Muslims constituted about a third of Calcutta city's population of approximately 450,000 in 1876 but, as is well known, the community did not enjoy an influence commen​surate with its numbers. Data on Muslim ratepayers confirm the general impression of Muslim poverty. Few Muslims had large property holdings in the city. In 1876, only 1,290 Muslims paid rates and taxes over Rs. 25 per annum, and only 527 men paid Rs. 50 or more.1 These constituted approximately 1 % of 1/2% respectively of the total Muslim population. In comparison, 3% of the Hindu population paid Rs. 25 p.a. and 1 % paid Rs. 50 or more p.a. in rates and taxes. About ten years later it was contended that the proportion of Muslims holding landed property to Hindus was 1:200, while the income
Dr Furedy is an assistant professor, Division of Social Science, York University,  Ontario, Canada.
1. Calcutta Municipal Administration Report (hereafter MR) 1876, pp. 8-9. The principal rates and taxes levied in Calcutta at this time were house, water and lighting rates, service rates (police and refuse collecting fees), license fees (upon such items as trades and professions, houses, carts and carriages) and taxes upon markets and slaughter houses.
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ratio of Muslims to Europeans was l:100.2 Thus, Muslims would be severely disadvantaged in a system of ratepayer representation based on a property franchise.
But there were additional factors which hampered the Muslims in municipal affairs. The "talent bank" from which Muslim civic leaders might be recruited was small. There were probably not many more than 400 "men of standing" in the Muslim Calcutta-based elite, and the number who took an active part in local affairs was a tiny fraction of these. Again and again, the names of about two dozen men appear as Justices of the Peace, honorary magistrate^, fellows of the university, municipal commissioners, members of the legislative council, and patrons of charitable or intellectual associations.
This group was by no means homogeneous or tightly knit. Differences in language, sectarian affiliation, wealth, life-styles, degrees of westernization, career patterns, and orthodox as against modern orientations to Islam, provided lines of potential cleavage among Muslim notables and "rising men". These diversities made it difficult for any Muslim group to claim they represented the "Muslim community" in Calcutta. The Mohammedan Literary Society, under the leadership of Abdul Latif, had, by the late 1870's gradually acquired the status of mouthpiece of the Muslim community. But the Society's range of activities was circumscribed both by its founding purpose as an intellectual forum and by its leadership's determination not to become involved in local political issues.3 The formation of the National Mohammedan Association in 1878 betokened the emergence of a more activist group of Muslims who wished to see their community secure a better deal in any transformation of the structure of the British raj.
While members of the Mohammedan Literary Society and the National Mohammedan Association were agreed that Calcutta's Muslims should strive to catch with their Hindu counterparts in education, official and professional positions and public offices, they frequently disagreed over strategies of action in local issues. This was to be reflected in attitudes towards the Calcutta Corporation in the 188O's.
Their experience in municipal management prior to 1876 hardly equipped Muslims well for the new style of municipal politics concomitant with the elective system. In the 1860's the municipality was managed by government-appointed Justices of the Peace, presided over by a civilian chairman. The office of JP was usually conferred as an honour upon the "leading gentlemen" of Calcutta and Bengal. While many Hindus were anxious to achieve this distinction, the lieutenant-governor sometimes had difficulty persuading Muslims to serve as JPs. In 1875, in a Corporation of a little over 100 Justices, there were 12 Muslims. They included three members of princely families, three zamindars, three merchants, a deputy magistrate (Abdul Latif), a translator, and an editor (Kabiruddin Ahmed of the Urdu Guide).- Few of these took an active part in the affairs of the Corpora-tion. The Muslims' role seems to have been largely confined to hearing municipal cases in Urdu or Persian or turning out to vote in support of the chairman against the strong
2. Indian Legislative Proceedings, Vol. 3362, 1888, Sept. Proc. App. A44.
3. For documentation on the Society in the 19th century see Enamul Haque:   Namb Bahadur
Latif.   His Writings and Related Documents (Dacca, 1968).
4. Thacker's Bengal Directory, 1876,
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bloc of Anglo-Indian and Hindu "independents" who opposed increases in municipal expenditure. No Muslim served on any important special committee between 1870 and 1876.5 It would appear that the Muslim elite were not particularly interested in matters municipal and did not look towards municipal office as a means of enhancing either their own positions or the general status of the Muslim community.
The Communal Principle in the Municipal System

The Muslim community made no formal representation to the local government when, in 1875, Sir Richard Temple, lieutenant-governor of Bengal, brought forward his proposal for amending the municipal constitution to introduce a majority of elected commissioners. It is probable, however, that Muslim leaders privately expressed concern that Muslims might be under-represented in the largely elective corporation. Temple recognized the need to protect the city's minorities in the Hindu-dominated municipality. The select committee on the municipal bill suggested a protective scheme of fixed communal representation. Although it was rejected, this scheme bears examination for it was an early forerunner of the proposal for communal representation advanced during the legislative councils' reform in 1907-1909.
The select committee proposed a corporation of 72 commissioners, three-quarters of whom were to be elected ward representatives. Of these, 27 were to be Hindus, 18 Anglo-Indians or Europeans, and 9 Muslims. There were to be no separate electorates with Muslims voting only for Muslim candidates, Hindus for Hindus, or Europeans for Europeans. Rather, communal representation was to be fixed by ward, the voters of each ward being compelled to return candidates of a certain communal identity. The remaining 18 commissioners were to be appointed by the local government to repair any deficiencies in representation through the ward elections.6
The suggested communal allocation of elected seats was arrived at by taking into account several factors: the communities' share of the total population of Calcutta, their share of the qualified ratepayers, their distribution in municipal wards, and their general "stake" in the city. Thus the Europeans had been awarded 18 seats because the European population (about 25,000) was considered to have a stake in the city disproportionate to their total numbers. The allocation of only nine elected seats to Muslims was justified by the member in charge of the bill on the grounds that there were relatively few Muslims in the "intelligent portion" of the native community. Sir Stuart Hogg implied that the allocation was fair, even generous, in view of the condition of the Muslim community.7 This proposal for communal electoral representation came under immediate fire when presented  to  the  Bengal  Legislative  Council.   The   representative   of  Anglo-Indian
5. MR's, 1870-1876.
6. "Precis of Legislation relating to the Municipal Governing Body of Calcutta from  1840 to 1880."
Indian Legislative Proceedings, 5712, Nov., Vol. 1? 1899, App. No, 24,   Hereafter referred to as "Municipal
Legislation Precis."
7. Ibid., pp. 159-161,
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commercial interest protested that the European allocation was too small: it should be at least 25 seats. Sir Stuart Hogg, the municipal chairman, expressed the doubts of other Civilians about tying an elective system to communal representation. But it was Kristo Das Pal, secretary to the British Indian. Association, who spoke most strongly against communal representation and whose eloquence clinched the defeat of the proposal. Pal admitted that Calcutta possessed "a varied community with conflicting interests" but argued that the ratepayers in the city were not divided, qua ratepayers, along communal lines. To place restrictions upon the electors, compelling them to elect representatives of particular communities was, he further argued, contrary to the whole spirit of an elective system.8
The proposal was subsequently set aside without being put to a vote, the Muslim representatives having made no comment in Council. The government of Bengal then insisted that the proportion of nominated to elected commissioners be increased to allow the government to redress any imbalance in communal representation produced by the elections. Thus the number of elected commissioners was reduced to 48, or two-thirds of the Corporation, and the number of official nominees was increased to 24. It was left to the lieutenant-governor to allocate the nominated seats as he saw fit.
In addition, devices were built into the electoral system to provide safe-guards for the electoral representation of minority groups. Every ward containing some European voters returned three commissioners and in these wards the cumulative vote was allowed as a further aid to minorities. These provisions were inserted mainly upon the insistence of the Anglo-Indians, but, since the Muslims were also concentrated in the central ("European") wards, they also aided Muslim candidates.
These safeguards for minorities were designed, first and foremost, to protect the Anglo-Indian community from Hindu dominance. Very little attention was paid to the Muslim community. It was assumed that Muslims had a small stake in the municipality and thus were not greatly concerned with municipal affairs. The government of Bengal believed that adequate Muslim representation could be attained through official nomination and that Muslims would prefer to enter the Corporation in this manner.
Despite the fact that fixed communal representation was struck out of the municipal legislation, the principle of balanced communal representation was implicit in the Calcutta system as it was originally conceived. The British were not opposed to the representation of communities: they were uneasy about achieving this through direct restrictions upon the operation of the elective principle. It was felt that the three major communities were each entitled to a "fair share" of the municipal seats. But precisely what constituted a "fare share" and how it was to be calculated for any one community was never made explicit. A number of factors were thought to be important: the relative size of the community, their stake in the municipality and the city, their contribution to municipal rates and taxes, their educational level and general affluence, and their interest in civic affairs.   On most counts, the Muslims were not entitled to a large number of seats,
8. Op. cit,
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Another major principle embedded in the municipal reform both reinforced and to some extent interfered with the idea of communal representation. This was the "representation of interests". Indeed the government of Bengal always insisted that this, rather than communal representation per se, was their overriding concern in composing a municipal corporation, for what should representative institutions represent but "real interests"? In Calcutta, however, different interests in the municipality were to a large extent identified with different communities. In particular, the "commercial interest" was identified with the Anglo-Indian community, while the "property owning interest" was identified with the Hindus who owned most of the houses in the city. The Muslims, however, had no distinctly identifiable interest in the municipality. This was to prove a handicap to their mobilization in municipal confrontations. Throughout the nineteenth century the Administration were extremely reluctant to explicitly recognize what was called "the principle of nationality" in local politics. They preferred to depict the conflicts of the municipality in terms of conflicts of civic interests. Both the Anglo-Indian and Hindu elites were able to protect their interests in these terms. The Muslims, in pleading their interest, had inevitably to speak the language of communalism.
Muslim Experience in the Elective System, 1876-1888

There is little direct evidence of Muslim attitudes towards the municipal reform bill of 1876. The Muslim member in the Bengal Legislative Council did not speak during the debates, although he voted against the passing of the bill. However, there are indica​tions of a range of opinion, from outright opposition to election to endorsement of the reform,9 The evidence suggestes that the majority of the Muslim elite distrusted the legislation, but were not prepared to vigorously oppose its implementation, while a small number of forward-looking men believed that Muslims could not afford to turn their backs on the opportunity of participating in the new municipal institution.
Under the municipal act, male citizens paying Rs. 25 in rates and taxes a year were entitled to vote. The requirement to stand for municipal office was Rs. 50 per annum. This enfranchised 13,468 men or about 3.3% of the population; 6,719 were entitled to stand. The city was divided into 18 wards: the "mixed" wards which contained European and Muslim as well as Hindu voters, returned three commissioners, while the predominantly Hindu wards returned two commissioners each. Of the total electorate, 8,917 or 65% were Hindus; 2,228 or 16.3% were Europeans; 1,290 or 9.3% were Muslims and 1,033 or 7.4% were of other minorities. Of those eligible for election Muslims constituted 8% (527) men.10
9.
Some Muslims joined the   British Indian Association   deputation to the lieutenant-governor in
February 1876 which protested a number of aspects of the bill.   Sir Richard Temple believed, however,
that the real motive of the deputation was opposition to the elective system.   The Muslims who volunteered
to take part in this deputation were: Prince Rahimuddin, Nawab Ashgar Ali, Nawab Ahmed AH, Haji
Mohammad Zakariah, Haji Hossain Ibrahim, Mir Mohammad Ali, Haji Aga Sued, and Haji Ishmail Musa.
Hindu Patriot, 14 Feb. 1876.   On the other hand, some Muslims supported the Indian League's endorsement
of elective reform.   Englishman, Oct. 25,1875.
10.
MR, 1876, pp. 2-9.
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Muslims did not constitute a hopeless minority in every ward. In ward 14 (Taltola) Muslims qualified to vote outnumbered Hindus by a slim margin, while in two other wards their numbers were strong enough for close competition with the dominant community. Eligibility to vote was dependent upon pre-registration at the municipal office three weeks before the election. Only 239 Muslims registered, or 18.6 % of those eligible. Nevertheless, of the four Muslim candidates, three were successful: Moulvie Ahmed, a High Court Trans​lator, Serajul Islam, a High Court pleader, and Prince Shahazaha Wallagohun Shah.
The government of Bengal increased the Muslim representation on the Corporation by four nominees, all prominent figures in the Muslim community: Abdul Latif, Nawab Amir Ali (Dewan of King of Oudh's estates), Nawab Sayyid Ashgar Ali (advocate of the High Court) and Mir Mohammed Ali (Zamindar of East Bengal).
The Muslims thus gained approximately 10% of the Corporation's seats: slightly more than their proportion of the electorate (9%) but less than the number which had been suggested as fair representation for them during the municipal reform debate (9 seats) and quite disproportionate to the Muslim numbers in the city at large (33% of the popula​tion). The "old guard" Muslims were still well represented on the municipal body, and the elective system had allowed some younger men, who could not have hoped to be appointed Justices, to gain entry as ratepayers' representatives. The Muslim group which was completely neglected in the new Corporation was the mercantile: there had been three Muslim merchants on the bench of Justices; none gained seats on the Calcutta Corporation between 1876 and 1900.
Although Muslim voter registration was minimal, nevertheless, through elective candidature and acceptance of nomination to the Corporation, the Muslim community had shown they were willing to cooperate in making the new system work. This was particularly significant since the other major minority of the city—the Anglo-Indian elite— had largely boycotted the municipal elections, pouring scorn on the new system.
The burgeoning interest of Calcutta Muslims in organizing for their political benefit, -expressed primarily in the foundation of the National Mahommedan Association in 1878,11 was also reflected in an increasing interest in municipal affairs. In the following elections, held in 1879, Muslim voter registration tripled.12 Taking a cue from the Indian Association which began to function in the municipal wards as an electoral association to register voters and get out the vote, the National Mahommedan Association worked to organize the Muslim electorate.13 The result was that in the following years Muslim voter registration steadily increased, while Muslims consistently achieved the best proportionate voter turnout
11. Amir Ali was one of the first Muslims to travel to England for a legal education.   He joined the
Calcutta Bar in 1873.   In 1877 he took up a position as a presidency magistrate, but gave this up to join the
Bar again in 1881.   The National Mahommedan Association was formed to "promote good feeling and
fellowship between Indian races and creeds and on the same time to protect and safeguard Mahommedan
interests and help their political training."   Quoted in K.K. Aziz:  Amir Ali:  His Life and Work (Lahore,
1968), p. 8.
12. MR,  1879/80, p. 2.
13. See Memorial of Central National Mahommedan Association to Government of Bengal, 26 Jan.,
1888; Indian Legislative Proceedings, Vol. 3262, 1888, App. A45.
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in elections. In 1885, Muslims succeeded in returning eight elected commissioners: this represented the maximum they could reasonably hope to return under the existing system. In the 188O's, Bengali Muslim leaders increasingly voiced their opposition to the expansion of representative government through the medium of election, whether at the provincial district or municipal level.14 They maintained that experience of elective schemes tried thus far had proved that Muslims could not compete fairly with Hindus. When the Bengal Municipal Act was being amended in 1884, for instance, the Central National Mahommedan Association, opposing the extension of election in the mofussil municipalities, complained to the government of Bengal:
In many parts of Bengal the Mahommedans, whilst forming an influential minority among the population, are unable to hold their own against their
Hindu compatriots
  By way of example the Committee desire to mention
the case of the Calcutta Municipality. The Mahommedans in Calcutta form one-third of the entire population but out of 48 elected members only 5 are Mahommedans.15
The Association might have chosen a better example, for the performance of Muslims in municipal elections in Calcutta was exceptionally good. With 9.3% of the voters, the Muslims captured 16.8% of the elected seats in 1885: this was surely "holding their own" very well. The real Muslim disadvantage lay in the fact that the Muslim community was so poor relative to other communities. Thus the number of Muslim qualified voters was quite disproportionate to the size of the Muslim community. The small representation of Muslims in the electorates, then, was not a fault of the elective system as such, but of the high franchise. The Central National Mahommedan Association recognized this, for in their memorial of 1884, they suggested a lowering of the property qualifications in the mofussil municipalities to enfranchise more Muslim citizens. However, the Association seems never to have advanced this demand for reform in the Calcutta municipality.

In the first decade of the elective system, the Muslim elite of Calcutta had demonstrated a willingness to cooperate with the modern system of representative local government. They had steadily worked to improve the standing of Muslims in the municipal electorate; they had consistently done service as nominated commissioners. The Muslims who stood for election clearly represented the "new men" of the Muslim community. Most were western-educated professional men, affiliated with Amir All's National Mahommedan Association. Serajul Islam, who entered the Corporation in 1876, and Buddruddin Haider who was elected in 1885, were office holders in the Association.   Others, like
14. The executive committee of the CNMA, responding to demands by the Indian National Congress
for extension of representative government in the 1880's noted:"... Bearing in mind how the Muhammedans
are placed in this country  and how  necessarily  voting must take place  by nationalities and creeds, the
Association cannot believe that the introduction of representative institutions in this country in their entirety
will be to the advantage of the Mahommedans.   The principle of representation must be carefully considered
in connection with the rights of the minority."   Quoted in K.K. Aziz:Ameer AH: His Life and Work, p. 48.
15. CNMA to Government of Bengal, Feb. 1884.   Enclosure in Amir   Ali   to   Viceroy's  secretary,
12 March, 1884.   Ripon Papers I.S. 290/8.
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Moulvie Ahmad, and Abdul Latif's son, Abdur Rahman, had close connections with both the National Mahommedan Association and the Mahommedan Literary Society. The Muslims nominated by the government of Bengal were all well-known leaders. Abdul Latif continued to hold a seat until his death in 1893. Sayyid Amir Hossien, a zamindar and presidency magistrate, who was later to become secretary of the Central National Mahommedan Association, was nominated to the Corporation in 1879 and served for 15 years. Kabirruddin Ahmad, a founding member of the National Mahommedan Association and editor of the Urdu Guide, who had served as a commissioner under the Justices, rejoined the Corporation in 1882.
By the mid 1880's, then, there was a substantial number of Muslims in Calcutta who were eager to contribute to municipal affairs. It is interesting that their involvement in the Calcutta Corporation should have proceeded apace while, at a higher level, Muslim leaders resisted the extension of representative institutions. The Muslims seem to have been following a two-edged strategy: to block the advance of the elective principle in larger political institutions, while utilizing it to their best advantage at the local level.
The success of the Muslims in working within the municipal system in Calcutta might have had a significant influence both upon judgements of the system's viability and acceptance of liberal reforms in local self-government. The experience of a decade of the elective system seemed to demonstrate that, with the aid of devices such as extra representa​tion for mixed wards and the cumulative vote, western electoral models could be adapted to the needs of India's plural urban centers. But these conclusions were not generally drawn from the Calcutta experiment. In policy statements, Muslim leaders belittled their measure of achievement, while the government of Bengal refused to concede that the elective system had been in any degree successful. The hostility of successive lieutenant-governors and conservative civilians towards the elective system was marked. They pointed to the predominance of Hindu bhadralok among the elected commissioners as evidence that the system did not represent the "real interests" of Calcutta.16
This view was not shared by those few liberal civilians with close working knowledge of the Corporation. Sir Henry Harrison, chairman of the Corporation from 1881 to 1890, believed that the elective system had worked reasonably well.17 He pointed out that the initial preponderance of Hindu commissioners had been gradually offset as both Muslims and Anglo-Indians had contested the elections more vigorouslly and had taken a greater interest in municipal affairs.
* Harrison praised the efforts of Muslim leaders to increase Muslim representation.18 He believed that Muslims had a very important part to play as a middle group in a Corpora​tion polarized between the Hindu bhadralok (who had constituted themselves an "opposi-
16. Government of Bengal of the Government of India, 12 July, 1881.   Judicial and Public Procs., 1882,
Vol. 3, pp. 1401-1404.
17. "Note on the Constitution of the Proposed Metropolitan Municipality." In Report of the Committee
Appointed by the Government of Bengal to Prepare a Scheme for the Amalgamation of the Town of Calcutta
with Urban Portions of the Suburbs (Calcutta, 1885).
18. MR, 1882/3, pp. 18 and 21.
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party" in the Corporation) and the Anglo-Indian representatives. He was anxious that the Muslim interest should not be neglected by the government of Bengal. In particular, he was critical of the haphazard fashion in which the government had allocated the nominated seats since 1876. He suggested a scheme for distributing the nominated seats by which Muslims would be assured of four seats, the nominees being recommended by, the Mahommedan Literary Society and the Central National Mahommedan Association.19 However, Harrison's recommendations were not acted upon when the municipal constitu​tion was amended in 1888.
Municipal Amendment Act, 1888

- * Amendment of the municipal constitution was prompted by the need to amzlgamate   * \
the more urbanized portions of the suburbs with the old town. However the government
of Bengal used the opportunity to meet criticisms which had been voiced of the municipal
system by officials and the Anglo-Indian community: that "chattering babes" had driven
Europeans out of the Corporation; that the commissioners were inefficient; that local
government control over the Corporation was insufficient.20 This is not the place to examine
these charges; I will simply consider the effect of the municipal amendment upon the
Muslims and their responses to the proposed changes.

The suburban amalgamation added 200,000 people to the municipality, increasing the number of wards from 18 to 25. But the number of elected commissioners was only increased by two (to 50). This was accomplished by awarding two seats to each ward, eliminating the third seat in mixed wards. At the same time, the number of official nominees was reduced from 24 to 15, ten seats being given over to special constituencies: the European-dominated Bengal Chamber of Commerce, Calcutta Trades Association and the Port Trust. To further strengthen the European representation, a plural vote biased on property ownership was instituted.21
4|1 these provisions adversely affected the Muslim position in the municipality. The suburban amalgamation disadvantaged them because Muslim organization was weak in the added wards.22   The elimination of the third seat in mixed wards obviously reduced
19. "Note on Constitution of Municipality," op. cit.

20. George Irving in Bengal Legislative Council,   4 February 1888, Indian Legislative ^Proceedings,
Vol. 3262, 1899, App. A7, p. 6., Englishman, 2 July 1884.
21. The plural vote allowed a man one vote for every Rs. 25 paid in rates and taxes up to a total of
12 votes in any one ward.   This right was given to joint families and commercial houses and firms.   The
select committee on the bill admitted the main intent of the provision: '|Ms difficult to conceive that it can be
seriously contended that a person who just pays Rs. 25 is entitled 16 an equal voice in the election of
commissioners with the large commercial houses which are the chief factor in the prosperity of the town."
"Further Preliminary Report of Select Committee on the Calcutta ; Municipal Consolidation Bill,'" Govern​
ment of Bengal Municipal, Vol. 3180,1888, Jan. Proc. Nos. 2-14, Paras. 4-5.
22. Of the 200,00 voters, 59 % were Hindus, 39 % Muslims and 21 % Europeans and others.   But in the
suburban election just prior to amalgamation 19 Hindus were elected to the 20 vacancies. Only 1 Muslim
stood for election, and he was defeated,   "Note on the Constitution of the Proposed Metropolitan
Municipality," p. 27,
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Muslims' chance of returning elected commissioners. The reduction of the official nominees could cut into the Muslim portion of these seats. The plural vote helped both Europeans and Hindus but not Muslims because, owing to their relatively small property ownership, few Muslims could gain extra voting power by the provision.
In seeking to ameliorate the municipal bill, the Muslims could choose among three main courses of action. They could join the Hindu leaders who were vigorously opposing the bill for their own reasons. To do this was to break with their tradition of loyalty and stand out against the government of Bengal. Or, they could proceed with discreet repre​sentations to the government, trusting that in the end the administration would protect Muslim interests. Finally, they could take an "independent" stand: memorializing the government, while selectively giving their support to the Hindu and Anglo-Indian parties as it suited their own interests. However, in the course of the debate, the Muslims were not able to develop a united strategy. In the overview, Muslim action came closest to following the third course, but it is hard to say whether this was the result of considered policy, or the outcome of ad hoc decisions made under the pressure of circumstances.
The divisions of Muslim voters in the Corporation debates on the constitutional reforms, together with their memorials to the government, indicate that concerned Muslims were divided on certain important issues in the reform.
Of prime importance was the question of whether the elective portion of the Corpora​tion should be enlarged at the expense of the official nominees, a change being urged by the nationalist Hindus. In responding to this, the Muslims had to decide whether their position on the Corporation could be better protected by relying upon official nominations (in which case the number of nominated seats should not be reduced), or by strengthening the elected portion of the Corporation. Reduced to its essentials this represented a persistent issue for the Muslims: should they rely upon official favours, or work independently to strengthen their local position?
Those who argued that Muslims could no longer afford to rely upon official favours could support their arguments by referring to their experience in the Calcutta municipality. Despite Muslim pleas for preferential treatment, there had been no increase in the number of nominated seats awarded to Muslims: after 1876, when four Muslims had been nomi​nated, the number remained steady at three. The increase in Muslim representation on the Corporation had come through the elective system, from their own efforts in organizing the electorate.
When the Corporation voted on whether the proportion of nominated commissioners should be reduced to one-fourth of the Corporation (which would have allowed the retention of the third seat in mixed 2wards), some Muslim commissioners voted with the "radical" Hindus for the reduction.23 But the influential Muslim commissioners (Badruddin Haidar, Serajul Islam and Moulvie Ahmed) voted against the reduction and both
23. They were Aga Mahomed Musa, Aga Mahomed Mehdi, Fazlur Rahman and Zohwrul Haq.   Indian Legislative Proceedings, Vol. 3262? September 1888, App. A53f
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the Mahommedan Literary Society and the Central National Mahommedan Association endorsed this position in teir memorials to the local government.24
The Muslim commissioners were again divided on the award of special seats to the European commercial associations. The "old guard" Muslim commissioners were reluctant to oppose a clause so strongly backed by the government of Bengal; the younger, more activist commissioners voted against the motion. Both the Muslim associations condemned the principle of special constituencies in their memorials. Yet there was an element of equivocation: both associations intimated that they would agree[to the commer​cial seats if the official nominees were not reduced. Should special constituencies be created, they asked that the Muslim associations be made constituencies, returning four members.25
While they were divided on these points, the Muslim commissioners were united on others. In a joint memorial to the government, the commissioners attacked the elimination of the third seat in mixed wards, a clause extending the vote to fellows and graduates of the university, and the plural vote. These provisions were, they argued, "simply cruel" to a community which had on y with the "greatest difficulty" increased their share of elected seats.26
This memorial is one of the most strongly-worded of any addressed by the Muslims to the Bengal government in this period. It was a clear indication of the concern which interested Muslims felt for their position in the elective system. At the same time, it contained a new note of hostility towards both the Hindus and the Anglo-Indians in the municipality. In particular, the Muslim commissioners berated the Anglo-Indian community : their poor representation was due solely to the fact that they "would not take the trouble to get themselves registered"; special treatment could not force Europeans to take an interest in the Corporation.
On certain points the activist Muslims were agreed with the Hindu opposition to the bill. The Indian Association, which was spearheading the opposition movement, was most anxious to have overt Muslim support to take the edge off charges that the Hindu opposition was based on narro wits self-interest. Surendranath Banerjea, an elected commissioner since 1876 and leader of the "opposition," in the Corporation, tried to reassure the Muslim community: "There is no conflict of interest between Hindoos and Mohammedans in the Corporation and among the constituencies, there is no conflict of interests elsewhere. We are brothers,"27. But the Muslims did not wish to become too closely identified with the Hindu opposition to the bill. They were hardly comforted by the Saharchar's attack upon the Muslim commissioners as "so many nonentities who only
24. Mahommedan Literary Society to Government of   Bengal, 26 Jan. 1888 and Central National
Mahommedan Association to Government of Bengal 26 Jan. 1888.   Indian Legislative Proceedings, Vol. 3262
1888, App. A43 and A45.
25. Loc. cit.
26. Representation of the Mahommedan Municipal Commissioners of the Town of Calcutta on the
Report of the Select Committee on the New Municipal Bill.   Indian Legislative Proceedings  Vol.  3262,
1888, App. A44.
27. Speeches by Babu Surendra Nath Banerjea, ed. Ram Chandra Palit, (Calcutta 1894), Vol. Ill, p. 53,
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know how to say ditto to the Europeans,"28  nor by the Bengalee's strong stand against 4he protection of special interests in the municipality:
It is unwise and unstatesmanlike to resort to any artificial device to encourage
or exclude any particular   community.   Let the   system   undergo   its   natural
expansion and development, and in their own good time, the different classes
:
of our community will occupy their lawful   places in the Corporation, and the
eternal law of survival of the fittest will assert itself.29
This vision of a municipal corporation subject to a Darwinian process of development can hardly have reassured the weakest group in the municipality.
The Muslim elite asserted themselves more vigorously over the bill than over any other local issue at this time. But they were not able to work out an effective and united strategy for protecting their position as a minority group caught in the crossfire of stronger parties. The government of Bengal were intent upon satisfying the demands of the Anglo-Indians for protected status, and were determined to curb the influence of the Hindu bhadralok in the Corporation. They paid little attention to the Muslim memorials, or to Sir Henry Harrison, who supported the Muslim case in the Bengal Legislative Council. So the major provisions of the bill went through: the third seat was eliminated, the commercial associations gained special seats, the number of nominees was reduced, and the plural vote was instituted.
In the municipal elections of the following year, Muslim predictions of the effects of the new provisions proved largely correct. The Muslim candidates organized carefully and Muslim voters again attained the highest percentage turnout, but only six Muslims were elected. Two seats were lost to European candidates in wards which had previously returned three commissioners. (However, the Government of Bengal after pressure from Muslim leaders increased the number of Muslim nominees, so Muslim representation stayed at its 1885 level.) Thus one effect of the reform was to increase competition in wards where Muslims had previously commanded relatively safe seats. In these wards, Muslims had to compete with both Europeans and Hindus.30
^- Although the amendment act of 1888 represented a setback for the Muslims, making it more difficult for them to compete in the elective system, their determination to work within the system was not diminished. This is borne out by the evidence of the four elections at the end of the century. Muslims commanded 9 % of the voting power in the electorate, yet they were able to return between six to nine ward commissioners, or 12%—18 % of the elected seats. The municipal reports make particular note of the increased sophistication of the Muslim electors. The percentage of Muslims voting in contested wards increased from 54% in 1893 to 76.7^ia 1898.31
28. Sahachar, A Jan., 1888.   Bengal Native Newspaper Report, para 3, 1888.

29. Bengalee,  17  Dec.   1887.


30. Another instance was ward 14 (Taltola) where Surendranath Banerjea and Moulvie Ahmed held
seats.   In the first |two elections the third member was a Hindu, but in 1882 and 1852 Abdur Rahman gained
the seat.   This seat was lost with the elimination of the third seat in 1888,

31. MR, 1888/89, 1892/93, 1895/96, 1898/99,
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We do not know precisely how the Muslims organized their electorate, apart from indications that the Central National Mahommedan Association acted as an electoral association to register voters. I have found no evidence as to whether Muslim candidates engaged in canvassing for votes or employed election agents as some Hindu candidates did. Muslims had less need for such devices both because the total number of Muslim voters was small (they totalled 1,413 in 1895) and because there was less competition in wards which Muslim candidates contested. It seems likely that Muslims were mobilized for municipal elections primarily through personal ties and social networks rather than modern electoral devices.
Muslims and the Contest for the Corporation's Council Seat

In 1892, as a result of the Legislative Council's Act, the Calcutta Corporation was endowed with a new significance: it became a constituency for the purpose of electing a representative to the Bengal Legislative Council. Data on the contest for this seat in the elections held before 1900 illustrate something of the divisions among Muslim Commissioners.
The Muslims had little hope of returning a Muslim representative to the Bengal Legislative Council from the Corporation, but the vote of the Muslim commissioners, if united, could be important in a close contest. As the first election approached, Muslim leaders convened a meeting to discuss strategy. Abdur Rahman pointed out that, if they could not return their own men, by being united and organized, they could at least "make their representations respected." Resolutions were passed calling for "united and concerted action" to "protect Mahomedan interests." Hindu or European candidates supported by Muslims were to be asked to give assurances that they would protect Muslim interests in the Council.   A committee was set up to coordinate Muslim efforts.82
There was some discussion of the possibility of putting up a Muslim candidate suppor​ted by the European commissioners, but nothing came of this.38 Instead, the Muslim committee gave its support to Joygobind Law, who was nominated by Abdul Latif. The two main contenders for the seat, however, were Surendranath Banerjea and Kalinath Mitter. Banerjea was nominated by Narendra NathSen, Mitter by his friend and legal partner, Devaprosad Sarvadhikari. In the election, which was attended fey 68 of the 75 commissioners, Banerjea won the seat with 43 votes; Mitter secured 15, Law eight and an Anglo-Indian candidate two.34
Although the ballot was secret, the local press hinted as to the division of votes. It was said that almost all the Hindus and half the Muslims voted for Banerjea, while Law was supported by "Abdul Latif and his following."35 The Muslims had failed to achieve the united action called for by their leaders.
32. The members were Abdul Latif, Sayyid Amir Hussain, Moulvie Abdul Jalbar, Mohammed Yusuf,
and Abdur Rahman.   Bengalee, 8 April, 1893.
33. Darusaltanat and Urdu Guide, 17 April, 1893.

34. Bengalee, 15 April, 1893.

35. Amrita Bazar Patrika, 16 April, 1893.
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In the 1895 election only Surendranath and Kalinath stood. Canvassing was intense and the press predicted a close contest. However, Banerjea was again returned with 41 votes to Miner's 23. Once again, a number of Muslims had given their votes to Banerjea. Following the elections, bitter accusations and counter-accusations were made about "vulgar" canvassing and undue pressure exerted by supporters of both candidates.36 The Englishman charged that the Muslim commissioners had been subjected to "personal pressure" and threats of "being shown up in certain Native newspapers."37. However, it does not seem likely that the continued support of Banerjea by the younger Muslims was a result simply of these tactics. A fuller explanation must await more detailed research into the relations between the Hindu nationalists and the Muslims in Calcutta at this time.
Following accusations that the secret ballot had been violated in 1895, the Calcutta press restrained themselves from commenting directly upon the division of votes in the elections of 1899, so there is little evidence on how the Muslims voted. In 1897, Mitter was again defeated, this time by N. N. Sen. In 1899 Mitter stepped aside in favour of an Armenian, J. G. Apcar, who won over Sen by eight votes. It seems that in this case the Muslims united and were able to swing the vote in favour of Apcar, leaving Sen with the support of the nationalist Hindus on the Corporation. By this time municipal politics had become complicated by the intense debate over the pending amendment of the munici​pal act which the nationalist commissioners were vigorously opposing. The Muslim commis​sioners may have hesitated to give support in any form to the "radical opposition" in the Corporation.
For Muslims, the lesson of the five elections seems clear. When they united they could be a significant bloc on the Corporation. But this kind of unity was rarely achieved by the Muslim representatives in the nineteenth century. Internally divided by political styles and strategies, and caught in the midst of increasing tension between Hindus and Anglo-Indians, the Muslim commissioners were not able to effectively use their position as a middle group in the Corporation.
The Calcutta Municipal Bill, 1897-1899

The tensions between the Bengal Government, the Anglo-Indian community, and the Hindu nationalists, which had been a predominant characteristic of Calcutta's municipal politics since 1876, reached their denouement in the bitter debate over the Calcutta Muni​cipal Bill of 1899. Once again, the administration initiated a municipal amendment desig​ned to limit "babu" influence upon the Corporation, increase the representation of Anglo-Indians, and strengthen official control over the municipality.38 The final solution, devised by Lord Curzon, halved the number of elected  ward commissioners, eliminating the rate-
36. Hindoo Patriot, 29 May, 1895; Bengalee, 27 April, 1895.
37. Englishman, 21 May, 1895.
38. The motives for the reform are examined in detail in my doctoral dissertation "Municipal Politics
in Calcutta: Elite Groups and the Calcutta Corporation 1875-1900" (Sussex, 1970).
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payer majority on the Corporation. Changes were made in the structure of the general committee to ensure that ''government men" outnumbered Hindus. Other amendments served to "officialize" the Corporation.
In response to this measure, the nationalist commissioners, backed by the Indian Association and the Indian National Congress, maintained a far-reaching campaign against the bill. As racial tension reached new dimensions in the city, the Muslim community again found themselves caught in a polarized conflict. As in past conflicts, the Muslim commissioners were divided in their initial reactions. Some of the elected Muslim commis​sioners joined with Hindus on protesting charges of inefficiency and corruption levelled at the Corporation in 1897. But when it became apparent that the local government were determined to amend the municipal act, both the Mahommedan Literary Society and the Central National Mahommedan Association supported official policy.39 The Muslim Chronicle, an influential paper, echoed the official charges of cliquism and corruption in the municipality and attacked the concept of local self-government institutions in general.40
A year later, the Hindu opposition campaign had succeeded in arousing some doubts among Muslims as to the effect of the proposed reform. The Hindus argued that, in destroying Hindu power in the Corporation, the bill would substitute an Anglo-Indian oligarchy hostile to all native interests. Some Muslims were inclined to agree that they had little to gain by taking the side of the Anglo-Indians who had shown small regard for Muslim interests in the past.41 The opposition had all along argued that Muslims would suffer by the legislation; they pressed their point even more when the lagislation was redrafted to eliminate 25 ward seats in the Corporation. For those who understood little of the municipal debate the Hindu leaders played up minor provisions in the bill relating to the disposal of corpses. These would interfere with both Hindu and Muslim burial rites. This stirred up considerable popular concern among Muslims in Calcutta,42 but was too flimsy a base on which to build lasting Muslim opposition to the bill, for the burial regulations were easily ameliorated. Neither the prospect of losses in the electoral system, nor fears about minor provisions in the bill, was sufficient to swing the majority of the Muslim elite to outright opposi​tion. They continued to support the administration and trust to official assurances that Muslim interests would be looked after under the new regime.
There are indications, however, of a minority Muslim position on the issue. Having failed in their attempts to amend the bill in the Bengal Legistative Council or to secure intervention by protests in London, Surendranath Banerjea and his supporters resolved upon a final act to protest: mass resignations from the Corporation followed by boycott of the municipal system in the future.   A number of Muslim commissioners
39. Memorials of Central National Mahommedan Association and Mahommedan Literary Society to
Government of Bengal, 12 July and 12 Sept., 1898.   Indian Legislative Proceedings, Vol. 5712, 1899,
App. la and K2.
40. Moslem Chronicle, 9 Jan. 1897; 22 Jan. 1898; 19 Feb. 1898.
41. Moslem Chronicle, 5 Nov., 1898.
42. Bengal Native Newspaper Reports, 1898, passim., Moslem Chronicle, 1 Jan., 1899.
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supported Banerjea's challenge to the government of Bengal to substantiate or withdraw charges of corruption made against the elected commissioners. One Muslim, Sayyid Shamsul Huda, joined the Hindu opposition in resigning from the Corporation.43 This was not perhaps enough to justify the Bengalee's claim that there was "a strong body of Muslim opinion opposed to the Bill/'44 but it was an indication of differences of opinion among the Muslim Commissioners.
The elections of 1900 showed that, once again, amendment of the municipal act had increased the difficulties of Muslim election. Ten Muslim candidates came forward, but only two gained seats. Muslim electors' participation dropped radically from 76.7% in 1898 to 27.2% in 1900.45
The Calcutta Municipal Bill had achieved the object of its framers. Over half the Corporation and two-thirds of the general committee were Europeans. The bhadralok intellectuals who had given so much energy to municipal affairs in the past withdrew from active participation in the system. The Corporation was effectively closed down as an arena of elite group interaction. Those Muslims who had found the Corporation to be a school of training in local administration suffered equally with the Hindus from the stultification of the institution.
Conclusion

In 1900, the Muslim elite of Calcutta were on the verge of reassessing their tradition​al strategies in local politics. It is likely that for some, the Calcutta Municipal Bill debate indicated the drawbacks of their established procedures of patient petitioning and confident reliance on the local government. Throughout the twenty-five years of the elective municipal system, the administration had on the whole neglected the interests of the Muslims in the municipality. This was especially apparent in 1899. Questioned about the motives for the reform in the House of Commons, Lord George Hamilton, Secretary of State for India, denied that the object was to increase European representation on the Corporation. The Government of Bengal, he said, merely wanted to ensure greater representation for the Muslims and the working classes of Calcutta.46 This was patently false: the official correspondence reveals that the overriding concern was to secure a European majority in the power structure of the municipality. The Muslims were hardly mentioned in the voluminous correspondence on the bill. Bengal officials privately attempted to assuage Muslim doubts about the legislation47 They were particularly anxious to forestall any Muslim support for the opposition, so that  the latter could be
43. MR 1899/1900, p. 3.
44. Bengalee, 27 Aug., 1898.
45. MR   1899/1900.
46. Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons, 4th Series, Vol. 76, 1899, pp. 923-963.
47. Sir JohnWoodburn, lieutenant-governor of Bengal, mentions talking with Mahommed Yusuf and
Abdur Rahman.   Woodburn to Curzon, 29 Sept. 1900, Curzon Papers FIII/202.
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dismissed as the Calcutta "babu party." But nowhere is there revealed any understand​ing of what the Muslim leaders had achieved in the municipal system since 1876, or any real concern for Muslim representation in municipal affairs.
Since the late 1870's there had been a core of Muslim intellectuals in Calcutta who were convinced that their community could not continue to rely upon official protection of their interests. The influence of these men is seen in Muslim attempts to take an independent stand in municipal affairs between 1875 and 1900. But the Muslim elite as a whole never succeeded in working out a consistent, independent strategy. Their actions were marked by ambivalence and divisiveness. They did not attempt to improve the Muslim position by initiating changes in the municipal system. For instance, Muslims could have enlarged their electorate by asking for a lowering of the property franchise. Again, there were several occasions when they could have pushed for fixed communal representation or separate electorates. These were ever-present possibilities for the municipality but the Muslims, although they occasionally raised such issues, did not press them.
As middle group standing between the Anglo-Indians and the administration on the one hand, and the Hindu nationalists on the other, the Muslims had both advantages and disadvantages. Partly because of their own lack of initiative the Muslims were unable to secure the advantages that would have come if they had been able to play a brokerage role in the Corporation. On the other hand, the disadvantages of their minority position were accentuated as the conflicts in the municipality were heightened.
In view of the difficulties which the Muslims faced, it is in some ways remarkable that they persevered for so long in working within the system established in 1876. Although their organizations voiced criticisms of elective representative institutions, their record in municipal affairs was one of sincere endeavour to make the system work. In doing so the Muslim commissioners gained experience of local government administration as well as the other general skills of electoral responsibility and committee work. These personal rewards were the only positive tokens from their experience in the municipality for a quarter of a century. For the most part, the experience was distinctly discouraging. At each reform of the municipal constitution, the Muslims' ability to compete in elections was restricted. This was not through any deliberate move against the Muslims; it was the consequence of the administration's attempts to satisfy the Anglo-Indian elite while restricting the Hindu nationalists. But Muslims could, if they wanted, read a message in the course of events: they would always lose out to more assertive groups in an open competitive elective system; nor could they trust the British administration to make good electoral deficiencies through nomination.
In the following decades the Muslims began to press for separate electorates when electoral systems were being shaped or reformed. The first definite move in this direction was made in the Bengal Legislative Council, when the Muslims were awarded five separate seats in 1912,   But Muslim disillusionment with a simple ratepayer franchise grew out of
180
INDIAN JOURNAL OF POLITICS, VOL. 9, 1975
their experience in the Calcutta municipality. In Bengal, as in a number of other provinces,48 communal politics began and were nurtured at the municipal level in the nineteenth century. When an attempt was made to amend the municipal act of 1899 in 1917, the Muslims demanded separate electorates for the municipality, and gained nine reserved seats in the enlarged corporation.49 However, it was not until 1923, and then after bitter negotiations, that the Muslim demand for separate electorates was conceded by Surenderanath Banerjea as Bengal's minister of local self-government.50
48. Locality, Province and Nation—Essays on Indian Politics, 1870-1940.   Edited by John Gallagher,
Gordon Johnson and Anil Seal, Cambridge University Press, London, 1973, pp. 69-121.
49. Bengal Legislative Council Proceedings, 1917, pp. 844-850.
50. Broomfield, Elite Conflict in a Plural Society, pp. 194-203.
