Abdullah Haroon: a man of vision
By Sharif al Mujahid
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SETH Abdullah Haroon, whose death anniversary is being observed today, was a multi-faceted personality, but most eminently a leader of outstanding merit.

He is also remembered as a successful business magnate, an entrepreneur, a committee man, an organiser, a philanthropist and the founder of several educational, religious and social institutions. In the last four years of his life (1938-42), he came to occupy a front seat in Muslim India’s politics.

All through the mid-1930s, he worked phenomenally for the merger of the All India Muslim Conference (f. 1929), an umbrella organisation of which he was the president in 1935, with the All-India Muslim League (AIML). Thus he hoped to bring solidarity in Muslim ranks. Abdullah Haroon’s insight into Indian politics was remarkable. He was one of the few men with the vision and imagination to see the problems of Sindhi Muslims in an all-India context and establish linkages between the Sindhi component and the pan-Indian Muslim community. The only other Sindhi leader who shared this honour with him was Sheikh Abdul Majid. Not only in the provincial context but also in the regional context, Abdullah Haroon’s impact on all-India politics was immense and impressive.

Indeed, in the region now constituting Pakistan, his contacts with all-India leaders and his involvement in all-India Muslim politics were only next to Mian Muhammad Shafi (d.1931). Abdullah Haroon was president of at least six all-India conferences and bodies. However, his role in the AIML from 1937 onwards surpassed all his other contributions in his entire political career. In that year, he undertook the Herculean task of organising the League in Sindh.

In 1938, he masterminded the First Sindh Provincial Muslim League Conference at Karachi, with himself as chairman of the reception committee. In 1939, he was elected president of the Sindh Provincial Muslim League and also became chairman of AIML’s foreign sub-committee. In 1940, he was nominated member of the AIML working committee. In 1941, he presided over the Punjab Muslim Students Conference at Lyallpur (now Faisalabad). The same year he secured the Manzilgah mosque in Sukkur on behalf of the Muslim League.

His contributions to the Muslim cause are many. But his most notable achievement was organising the First Sindh Provincial Muslim League Conference on October 8-10, 1938. This gave a direction to the course of Indian Muslim politics. Though a provincial moot, it was not only presided over by Jinnah, but also attracted a galaxy of Muslim leaders. The list almost read like a who’s who of Muslim India at the time.

Nor were the topics discussed or the decisions taken confined to Sindh. Haroon’s welcome address set the tone for the conference — it was radical and militant and commended an ideological goal. Unless adequate safeguards and protection for minorities were duly provided, declared Haroon, the Muslims would have no alternative but “to seek their salvation in their own way in an independent federation of Muslim states”.

He drew a parallel with Czechoslovakia which had been partitioned to provide safeguards to the Sudeten Germans, and warned that the same could take place in India if the majority community persisted in its ‘present course’. He added, “We have nearly arrived at the parting of the ways and until and unless this problem is solved to the satisfaction of all, it will be impossible to save India from being divided into Hindu India and Muslim India, both placed under a separate federation.”

This was indeed radical stuff. No one had spoken from the League’s platform in such a strong vein before. In contrast, Jinnah, who spoke next, was characteristically mild and moderate. Yet he could not help getting infected by Haroon’s tone and tenor. At two different places, he also referred, albeit vaguely, to the Sudeten German case, warning the Congress to ‘mark, learn and inwardly digest’ the lessons provided by that case.

The main resolution adopted at the conference carried the stamp of Abdullah Haroon’s political thought. Though diluted in the subjects committee deliberations on the insistence of Jinnah himself, who was characteristically cautious about not showing his hand prematurely before the Muslims were fully mobilised and public opinion galvanised behind an ideological goal, the resolution yet retained enough of its clout to become a trendsetter and to warrant attention.

For one thing, it put forth a common position by the Muslim leadership in the majority and minority provinces. The Lucknow (1937) League had lambasted the Congress for its anti-Muslim conduct in the Hindu provinces. Along with it, the Sindh Conference also focused on the Congress’ machinations in the Muslim provinces, ‘to render the power of the Muslim majorities ineffective and impotent’ in these provinces.

This confluence of interests of the Muslim majority and minority provinces represents a milestone in evolving a common goal for the entire Muslim community and towards enunciating the concept of Muslim nationhood. The resolution argued the case of separate Muslim nationhood, not merely in political and immediate terms, but on an intellectual plane spelling out its basics and basis. Equally significant, for the first time the Hindus and Muslims were not only officially pronounced as two distinct ‘nations’, but also ‘political self-determination’ for them and a scheme enabling Muslims to attain ‘full independence’ was recommended. In historical perspective, therefore, this resolution became the precursor of the Lahore resolution of 1940.

Between this conference and the Lahore session (1940), Abdullah Haroon made by far the most significant contribution in popularising the ideal of a separate state for Muslims. He chaired the foreign and domestic subcommittee of the AIML, which produced a series of working papers and literature, and corresponded extensively with prominent Muslim leaders throughout the subcontinent.

To quote R. Coupland, who studied the constitutional problem in the early 1940s, Abdullah Haroon was “the only Muslim politician of any standing who had so far taken a public part in the constitutional discussion”. And the subcommittee which he headed prepared a comprehensive report which became the basis of the Lahore resolution.

In thus advancing the cause of a Muslim homeland at a critical stage, Abdullah Haroon carved for himself a niche in history as one of the founding fathers of Pakistan, although he did not live long enough to see his dream come true in 1947. n
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