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A book entitled Jinnah written by Jaswant Singh, senior leader of India’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party on display at book store. — AP 




THE DISPOSABLE ALLY 
Pakistan highest foreign policy priority: US 



A few years ago, the Bharatia Janata Party leader Lal Krishna Advani visited Pakistan and made a point of touring the mausoleum of Mohammad Ali Jinnah, where he scribbled in the visitors’ book that he believed Jinnah was an admirable and, more to the point, secular leader. 

As soon as word of his controversial plaudit reached India, Advani was censured by BJP colleagues, but he somehow managed to survive the ensuing flap. 

Now another BJP leader, Jaswant Singh, formerly a foreign, defence and finance minister, has published a hefty tome praising Jinnah and holding him least responsible of the legendary leaders of the era for partition. Apart from the messenger, though, the message is not particularly new.

As 18th-century English wit Samuel Johnson once said of a dancing animal, it is not that it is doing it for the first time or particularly well that is remarkable but rather that it does it at all. The fraught debate over partition, its gruesome consequences and who bore responsibility is a vastly complicated matter, reflecting an even more complicated reality. 

A decade ago a book by Delhi historian Ajit Javed celebrated Jinnah as a pragmatic man who wanted foremost to achieve security for Muslims in a new Indian federation. In 1989 a senior barrister from Mumbai, H.M. Seervai, authored a book, Partition of India: Legend and Reality, in which he portrayed Jinnah as a staunch secular leader, who really wanted to reach a credible accord with Congress for the equal status of Muslims in an independent India. A good 50 years ago another barrister, S.K. Mazumdar, published Gandhi and Jinnah, in which he argued that Jinnah was badly let down by the clueless Congress.

Even Gandhi’s grandson, Rajmohan Gandhi, portrayed Jinnah in a very favourable light in his famous book Eight Lives: a Study of the Hindu-Muslim Encounter.

One of us was involved in the British television series End of Empire in the early 1980s, and interviewed political figures and key civil servants around Mountbatten, who stated that there was a realistic solution other than partition. It would not have been easy; high-level civil servants too were split along which way to go. But few, if any, believed partition was inevitable.

Winford Thomas, a BBC correspondent posted in Delhi at the time, said the fault lay principally with Nehru and Patel. Labour politician Woodrow Whyte spoke highly of Jinnah and said that the Congress made the gravest mistake when it failed to accommodate him. It is on record that Jinnah accepted the Cabinet Mission Plan in 1946 — which ultimately may have undermined his bargaining position with the Congress.

Just before independence Maulana Abul Kalam Azad wrote to Gandhi, pleading that Congress give maximum autonomy to the provinces. The subjects (such as finance, foreign affairs, defence) dealt with by the central government should be divided equally to create a reassuring sense of parity between Muslims and Hindus.
 
Azad argued that an increasingly insensitive Congress by then had lost Muslim sympathy and that it consequently needed to resort to strong and self-sacrificing measures to regain it. Gandhi, unfortunately, responded to Azad’s plea in a way that amounted to a snub. 
Gandhi instructed Azad not to issue public statements on this delicate issue because at that moment, according to Gandhi, Azad’s radical proposals could not be entertained. 

Amazingly, no biographer of Gandhi — or even Azad in his own book India Wins Freedom — mentions this crucial correspondence. (V.P. Menon later mentions Azad’s letter to Gandhi but not his reply). Even after 30 years elapsed a new edition of Azad’s book omitted the exchange. Perhaps Azad, who always revered Gandhi, didn’t want to show his hero in a bad light.

However, the intelligence department of the government of India possessed a copy of Azad’s letter and Gandhi’s reply, which was held by the British government and which was yielded in the transfer-of-power documents. Having scanned this communication of Azad to Gandhi one can safely venture the conclusion that Britain’s Cabinet Mission Plan was based on the very lines proposed by Azad.

Now Jaswant Singh, who has a larger-than-life status in Indian politics, has taken the stage, and ignited a heated discussion within his own party and among Congress too. The BJP summarily expelled him from the party (of which he was a founding member) for this cardinal sin of lauding the Muslim leader. Nonetheless, neither Singh nor the BJP had anything at all to lose by blaming bitter Congress rivals for the origins of the split of the subcontinent.

The Pakistani intelligentsia relish Singh’s criticism of Nehru and Patel, and this unusual expression of approval of Jinnah from the other side of the border. They don’t seem to appreciate that Singh also castigates the ideologues of the sort who assert that Iqbal dreamt of Pakistan and that Jinnah, as a matter of pure fate, achieved it. Indeed, the official fairytale, as displayed in a government documentary made soon after independence, asserts Pakistan was conceived when Mohammed bin Qasim touched the shores of Sindh in the eighth century. 

Singh is one of the few top BJP leaders not rooted in the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, the virulent ideological outfit many of the BJP’s top brass have been members of. What is his payoff? By sowing doubts among Muslim voters in India, Singh undermines the legacy of Nehru and Patel, on one side, and also repudiates the extreme BJP rightwing, which is going nowhere anyway.

Does Singh aim to split the BJP and form another party? At the very least he is trying to stanch the flow of Muslims back to the support of the Congress. It is this contest for the Indian Muslim vote that his controversial book plays into and there are some unholy alliances emerging.

In his famous speech of Aug 11, 1947, Jinnah, perhaps resignedly, said, among other things, that at the moment partition was the only possible solution of the Hindu-Muslim conflict and that history would decide one day whether the decision was right or wrong.

Jaswant Singh’s big book has started the ball rolling on fresh efforts to reassess disputed historical facts. Regardless of the motives and the biases that Singh brings to the fray, he has, because of his peculiar importance, cracked open a shibboleth and initiated a needed debate on the origins of the state. 

