The call of history
By Sharif al Mujahid


Without the reconstruction of the saga of the freedom movement, the historical consciousness of the Pakistani people as a nation with a common past and a shared future cannot be aroused. Let the battle for binding the people of Pakistan into one indivisible, cohesive nation be not lost for want of a shoe nail
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ON the eve of the kick-off to the Muslim League centenary celebrations at the Minar-i-Pakistan, in Lahore, on March 23, Dawn made a timely call (editorial, March 22) for compiling “an authentic history of the Muslim League”. While celebrations and rallies to mark the centenary are in order, it said, “a greater task [which] lies ahead in the form of compiling the party’s history”, is of “utmost importance”, and suggested the collection, collation and preservation of all documents, and assigning some scholar or group of scholars to “undertake the vital task”.

Since Pakistanis are usually fond of recreating the wheel, if only because it’s so convenient and easy, it would be in order to delineate what has already been done in reconstructing a history of Muslim freedom movement in terms of documents, narratives, histories, and doctoral dissertations, and what needs to be done and where to begin. But, first, a word about the importance of both primary and secondary sources in reconstructing a people’s past, a nation’s history.

Without records, the social, economic and political life of a people cannot be reconstructed. They represent a contemporaneous chronicle of the developments in their life, their triumphs and failures, and a record of the complex processes a people had gone through into becoming what they were at any given point in time, or are at present. Hence the tradition and the need to preserve the records for the benefit of generations yet unborn.

The burgeoning interest in historical studies and the penchant to trace the evolution of societies, nations, institutions and systems, among others, have developed the tradition to publish the “core” documents on any given topic, for the overriding reason that such documentation produces a “multiplier” effect. It not only helps arouse interest in the topic; it also enables a student/scholar to do research at home, at his own pace and leisure, without having to undertake long trips to the repository, where the documents are housed.

Because, first, of a lack of access to the primary sources on our freedom movement, and, second, of a terrible lack of documentation on it, historiography and the cause of historical research have suffered a good deal in Pakistan. During the past three decades, however, the first disability has been largely rectified, thanks to (i) the singular contribution made by the Archives of Freedom Movement (AFM), University of Karachi, in repairing, restoring, and systematically linking thematically the badly damaged, moth-eaten and decaying documents of the All India Muslim League (AIML), (ii) the National Archives of Pakistan (NAP), Islamabad, in preserving classifying and making available to researchers and scholars the Quaid-i-Azam Papers (QAP), and (iii) the National Documentation Centre, Islamabad, for procuring microfilms and photocopies on a vast variety of topics from the India Office Library and Records (IOLR), London. But precious little has been done in terms of documentation during the past 60 years.

What this has meant in terms of the number and quality of historical studies on our freedom movement may be seen in the case of the AIML, the body responsible for the creation of Pakistan. Since its inception in 1906, the AIML had sought to speak for the Muslims of (undivided) India. While the AIML’s representative character has long been a subject of controversy, there are four critical factors bearing on the still continuing discussion that call for attention. First, except for the All India Khilafat Conference (f. 1919) and the All India Muslim Conference (f. 1929) during 1920-23 and 1929-33 respectively, when the AIML was in the doldrums, no Muslim party had ever contested the League’s claim to represent Muslims.

Second, whenever the dominant Indian National Congress (INC) had to negotiate with any party or any leader on the Muslim question, it always did with the AIML and its leaders. Third, even the British government, usually a little tardy in recognising the political importance of any pressure group or party not toeing its line, was constrained to recognise the AIML as the mainstream Muslim party and its leaders as far more representative than those of other Muslim parties. Fourth, during the critical 1945-46 general elections, the AIML secured 86.45 per cent of the Muslim seats and polled 75 per cent of the total Muslim votes cast, thus vindicating its long standing claim to represent Muslim India. From that point onwards, the AIML interacted more confidently with the British and the INC, the other two sides of the political triangle in the subcontinent, and brought its decade-long struggle to a triumphal climax, resulting in the carving of a separate Muslim state out of India’s body politic.

A political party with such credentials should have provoked extensive research interest. But it has not. It could actually inspire only four doctoral dissertations in foreign universities during the past six decades, the last one having been presented as late as 1987. And this scant academic interest stems from the non-availability of primary source material on the AIML. The three earlier dissertations, two published and one unpublished, and some recent compilations of documents help confirm the view. Lal Bahadur, who did the first thesis on the AIML at the Agra University, in India, early in the 1950s, and published it 1954 (The Muslim League: Its History, Activities and Achievement) bemoans “the non-availability of sufficient manuscript literature”. His account is for the most part based on the Aligarh Institute Gazette (1883-1910), unpublished letters of some Muslim leaders in the early period, preserved in the Conference Hall of the Aligarh Muslim University, government records and newspaper reports while his bibliography lists only three items from the AIML’s printed literature. Matiur Rahman, who presented his thesis to the University of London and published it in 1973 (From Consultation to Confrontation: A Study of the Muslim League in British Indian Politics, 1906-12), lists only 12 items, comprising proceedings of sessions, annual reports, presidential addresses, AIML rules and regulations, and its constitution. His dissertation is based on British sources, official records and newspapers, then available in the UK.

Mary Louise Becker, who submitted her dissertation to Radcliffe College (Cambridge, Mass.) in 1957, did visit Pakistan, besides India, in search of source material, but, as her bibliography indicates, she could procure only 12 AIML publications. These which she lists among her ‘primary sources’ comprise only compilations of AIML resolutions, Jinnah’s statements and speeches, and Muslim grievances against the INC, compiled in the Pirpur Report (1938), “Shareef Report” (1939) and the Kamal Yar Jang Committee Report (1942).

The fourth thesis, done by Muhammad Saleem Ahmad under Prof Francis Robinson at the Royal Holloway College, University of London, is based on original source material such as the Muslim League papers and other collections housed at the AFM, besides the official documents preserved in the IOLR and other depositories in the UK. Ahmad, having worked as a research fellow at the AFM for over a decade, is at home with the AIML’s primary sources, and utilises them extensively to reconstruct the first phase (till 1920) of the AIML’s history. Since published under a long-winding title, The All India Muslim League from the late Nineteenth Century to 1919 - A History of the Growth and Consolidation of Political Organisation (1988), it takes a holistic approach and delineates socio-economic, besides political, compulsions in the founding, growth and consolidation of the AIML. However, like most Pakistani publications, it calls for more meticulous editing and analytical rigour.

Three works on the AIML — Muhammad Noman’s Muslim India (1942), A. B. Rajput’s Muslim League (1947) and M. S. Toosi’s The Muslim League and the Pakistan Movement (1978) — are, however, not based on primary sources, and are at best scissor-and-paste compilations. So is the case with the earliest compilations of documents. Two of the three compilations produced in Pakistan -viz., G. Allana (ed.), Pakistan Movement: Historic Documents (1967) and Jamil-ud-Din Ahmed (ed.), Historic Documents of the Muslim Freedom Movement (1970) — comprise for the most part a plethora of documents that are otherwise easily available from other sources.

The third one, by Syed Sharifuddin Pirzada (Foundations of Pakistan: All India Muslim League Documents, (1906-47) (1969) in two volumes, however, does represent a most valuable contribution in documenting the AIML’s career in terms of “the records, reports and proceedings of the Muslim League and [some of] the meetings of its Council”. Even so, it does not go beyond printed documents such as addresses, pamphlets and annual reports, and reports in newspapers or in the Indian Annual Register. Pirzada, who may be rated as the doyen of documentation on the AIML and on Jinnah, has recently supplemented them by a third volume, carrying the AIML story forward, and making other important documents available.

A. M. Zaidi’s six-volume Evolution of Muslim Political Thought in India (1975-79) is, likewise, based on printed material Indeed, most of the documents pertaining to the AIML have been, as it were, lifted from Pirzada. B. N. Pandey’s The Indian Nationalist Movements, (1979), while including a considerable number of letters from the Congress leaders’ correspondence, fails to include any of the previously unpublished letters by a Muslim League leader. Shan Muhammad’s seven-volume Documentary Record of Muslim Struggle for Indian Independence (The Indian Muslim), published as late as 1980, does not include a single manuscript AIML document. In tandem, Latif Ahmad Sherwani’s two volumes of documents — Pakistan Resolution to Pakistan (1969) and Pakistan in the Making (1987) — though extremely valuable, comprise merely published material, available elsewhere.

Hence the contention that lack of access to the AIML’s primary sources, especially to its manuscript literature, must have dampened the enthusiasm of many a researcher. This inaccessibility is primarily due to the lack of documentation on the freedom movement in general and of the AIML in particular. This serious gap on the Muslim side has, understandably, hamstrung scholars in their attempts to reconstruct a balanced history of political developments in the subcontinent during the first half of the 20th century.

Besides the AIML documents, primary sources on the freedom movement should also include, among others, the documents of other Muslim parties, and the personal papers of leaders during the period — above all, of the Quaid-i-Azam. To redress the inaccessibility syndrome relating to the AIML, I had set up a project for the publication of AIML documents in the mid-1980s, while I headed the Quaid-i-Azam Academy. The series based on AIML records, which were then preserved in the AFM at the University of Karachi, but were later (1996) transferred to the NAP, Islamabad, was handled by me almost single-handedly with the help of three “apprentice” assistants too look after nuts and bolts, if only because of a total lack of expertise compounded by non-corporation of the AFM Director, who considered the AIML Record his sole fiefdom, not to be touched without his benign permission, which, in any case, wasn’t forthcoming at any cost.

When it came to translating, collating, editing, and presenting them thematically in self-contained chapters, the project came to be riddled with problems. For one thing, a good deal of the correspondence, circulars, reports, proceedings, speeches and other material pertaining to the AIML’s early period is in Urdu and khat-i-shikastah. Their decipherment and translation into English proved to be too formidable a task, calling for a good deal of time, effort, expertise, and special training. (This was probably the primary reason why no serious attempt has been made as yet to get the manuscript part of the AIML Record compiled since they were first made available to researchers in 1969-70.) For another, AFM volumes have not been compiled chronologically. Thus, some 57 volumes had to be scanned through to put together thematically the documents in the first volume in the series. Additionally, there were gaps, some too serious to be glossed over. For instance, in the stories concerning the making of the Shimla Deputation (1906), the founding of the AIML (1906) and its early career (1906-13). Inclusion of documents, culled from other sources, as appendices, needed to be filled in to make the stories and chapters self-contained.

Clearly, all this meant an extremely time-consuming task. I was obsessively engrossed all the waking hours in reconstructing the freedom struggle saga through the documents when I was unexpectedly and unceremoniously shunted out of the academy in 1989. This was done by the first Benazir Bhutto government, presumably for my having attempted an analysis of the controversial 1977 elections and for having called, in an otherwise balanced but favourable sketch, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto as “one of the most controversial figures in Pakistani politics who held such high promise but came to such a sorry end”, and as “one of the trio instrumental for the dismemberment of Pakistan”. (Lest it be misunderstood, I must put on record that I have no regrets, no remorse, no grouse. After all, there is no free lunch, and one should be prepared to pay for his views.) However, before my departure from the academy, I was able not only to put together the documents that would comprise the first volume in the series, but, also, to have it finalised and printed.

This volume in the series, named Muslim League Documents, and published in 1990, runs to some 540 pages. It comprises a total of 534 documents, 457 in English and 32 in Urdu are from the AFM, and 45 appendices from other sources. To quote Professor Nazir Ahmad, Joint Secretary, and Director, National Documentation Centre, for some nine years, who reviewed it in the NDC Newsletter (No. 21, Winter 1994), “it brings into a systematic format diverse material pertaining to the formation of a Muslim political association in 1903, Shimla deputation 1906, formation of the All India Muslim League, 1906-7, adjourned session of the League in 1908, Central Committee meetings 1908, Amritsar session 1908 and miscellaneous subjects. The documents have been divided into three categories: (i) basic, (ii) ancillary, and (iii) peripheral. Texts of the basic documents have been reproduced in full, the ancillary documents have been condensed, and peripheral documents have not been included but their abstracts have been included.

“Documents in Urdu have been translated into English. Appendices, notes and cross references, where required, have been woven into the fabric of the work. Who is going to bring this stupendous task of publishing the Muslim League papers, which in volume are 15 times as much as the Jinnah Papers? Do we care about people who are skilled, experienced and competent to accomplish works of scholarship?” he asked, perhaps in desperation, at the scuttling of the series, after my exit from the academy. Since my return from Malaysia where I was commissioned to set up a Department of Communication and head it during its formative phase (1990-93), I have been trying to revive the project, but to no avail, for various reasons into which I need not go here.

Now that the present regime has decided to hold the centenary celebrations, can one hope for a revival of this project? In raising this question, however, there is no personal axe to grind. Even otherwise, my hands are full. And I am raising it for national reasons. Clearly, AIML documents represent the primary record of the freedom movement. For a reconstruction of the story of our freedom struggle, as noted earlier, its documentation is a must, especially for the “multiplier” effect it is bound to produce. We have, of course, produced a good many segmental studies during the past six decades, but not a comprehensive one.

The Comprehensive History of Pakistan project launched by the National Institute of Historical Research (NIHCR), Islamabad, under Dr Kaniz F. Yusuf in 1994, and revived by its present Director, Dr Riaz Ahmad, is a commendable one, but lack of documentation on the AIML Record is bound to create problems for the contributors on the 1906-47 period.

All said and done, time is fast running out. For one thing, the AIML centenary celebrations have been officially launched. For another, the generation that had witnessed the Pakistan movement and even played a part, however marginal, at the students’ level, is living on borrowed time. How long can persons with an expertise in the field be active academically when it comes to such a laborious task as compiling thematically and editing meticulously the AIML Record. Comparatively young scholars like Dr M. Rafiq Afzal, Dr M. Naeem Quraishi, Dr Sikandar Hayat, and Dr Riaz Ahmad, who are currently otherwise engaged in important academic pursuits, would, of course, carry on the torch, but the elder scholars’ extant expertise should be utilised to have it lit.

Incidentally, a standard format and a viable framework have been largely laid out in the first volume, after years of consulting a wide variety of compilations of documents, published in the US, the UK and India. For a people to bind themselves into nationhood and get integrated and inspired to launch upon the quest for a high destiny, historical awareness and consciousness are a must. And these can be developed and reinforced only with the production of historical studies and documentation on history on a continuing basis. Seminars and symposia planned for the centenary celebrations represent but a short-term agenda, while studies and documentation are a long-term investment, paying dividends for all time to come, and developing historical consciousness and inspiring generations yet unborn.

And for sure, without the reconstruction of the saga of the freedom movement, the historical consciousness of the Pakistani people as a nation with a common past and a shared future cannot be aroused. Let the battle for binding the people of Pakistan, now sharply divided into congeries of all sorts, into one indivisible, cohesive nation be not lost for want of a shoe nail. Clearly, the challenge of history beckons those at the helm of affairs to rise to the call of history, sooner than later. And the all-too-critical question is: would they?

The writer was Founder-Director of the Quaid-i-Azam Academy (1976-89) and authored Jinnah: Studies in Interpretation (1981), the only work to quality for the President’s Award on Best Books on the Quaid-i-Azam


