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Abstract 
The event of 13 July, 1931 marked the beginning of overt political protest in Kashmir. It 
was after this event that Kashmiris openly began to voice their grievances against feudal 
and autocratic State. The academic research on the uprising of1931 is handcuffed to 
contesting interpretations. A category of writers view it “Muslim uprising against 
Hindu State”. Another category of writers view the event as „Communal outburst 
against Hindus‟. The third category of historians and writers while recognizing mass 
discontent against feudal monarchy opine that the 1931 event was clothed in communal 
ideology. The seething discontent and resentment against feudal autocracy is also viewed 
by some writers at the root of the movement. Therefore, to free the history of Kashmir 
from communitarian ideologies a humble attempt has been made in the present paper to 
examine 1931 uprising and to place it in its proper perspective. The paper discusses the 
class character of the uprising and views it as a part of global movement in favour of civil 
liberties, equality and justice which had its origin in French Revolution of 1789. It has 
also been our endeavor to analyze that though the uprising had a potential to vitiate 
inter-community relations in Kashmir but it could not affect the ethos of harmony at 
local level. The conflict remained confined to few quarters of Srinagar and could not 
spread to the rural areas. But due to elite mechanization, the distorted memory of the 
event played a significant role in subsequent history of Kashmir. 
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Speaking in the context of Indian National Movement, the third decade of 
the twentieth century was very significant. Due to the World War I 
followed by the economic depression, the condition of the working 
classes turned from bad to worse. The life of common man became 
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unbearable as a result of inflation in the prices of essential commodities of 
life. All this caused a discontent and disgust against the British rule. It 
appeared that people were not ready to continue under British 
subjugation any more. It was under such circumstances that Indian 
National Congress launched the famous Civil Disobedience movement. 
The movement received an overwhelming support of Indians in general 
and the artisans and toiling masses in particular. No doubt, the 
movement was silenced by the British government, but the course of the 
movement left no doubt about the fact that the people of India were 
determined to overthrow the Raj as early as possible.  
Indian national movement had broken its silence towards the Princely 
States in mid-1920‟s and had formed All India States‟ Peoples‟ Conference 
in order to assist the people of the states‟ towards the achievement of the 
responsible government. All this laid a profound impact on the politics of 
the Princely States and it was in 1930‟s itself that various political 
organisations in the form of Praja Mandals were organised in the states. 
The people of Kashmir who were groaning under the oppression of 
feudal rule began their assertion since 1924, when there was a revolt in 
the Srinagar Silk Factory against the corruption and high handedness of 
the corrupt officials. It was in the same year that the prominent Kashmiris 
from Srinagar presented a memorandum to Lord Reading, the British 
Viceroy, on his visit to Srinagar on October 14, 1924. No doubt the 
autocratic state dealt with the memorandumists harshly, but the 
incidence pointed to the beginning of assertion against the feudal state. In 
the late 1920‟s and the beginning of 1930‟s, young Kashmiris had 
returned from various Indian universities, especially form the Aligarh 
Muslim University and were ready to blaze the trail of freedom in 
Kashmir.    
The 13th July was a watershed day in the annals of Kashmir, when the 
Kashmiris, broke their centuries silence and in reaction to the dictatorial 
attitude of the state laid down their lives at Central Jail Srinagar. The 13th 
July event had its genesis mostly in the labour unrest and agrarian crisis. 
But unfortunately different historians had looked on it with varied 
spectacles. The present article is a humble endeavour to look into the 
various perspectives and analyse the event in a professional approach.   
The academic research on 1931 uprising is handcuffed to contesting 
interpretations. A group of writers view it as religious revolt against a 
Hindu state. Mohammad Yousuf Saraf in his Kashmiri‟s fight for freedom 
highlights the religious roots of the uprising. He is of the view that 
Muslims suffered innumerable religious and secular disabilities and 1931 
event was out burst of that anger which Muslim masses had harbored 
under Hindu monarchy (Saraf, 1979).The author ignores the general 
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character of medieval monarchical states to which Dogra state was no 
exception. Ian Copland in his paper, „Islam and Political Mobilization in 
Kashmir‟ views 1931 event as Muslim assertion against prejudicial Hindu 
dominated state structure (Copland, 1981). 
Another group of writers view this event as communal outburst against 
Hindu community. These writers view it as continuation of systematic 
persecution of Hindu community since the arrival of Islam in Kashmir. 
Mohan Koul in his Kashmir Past and Present: Unraveling the Mystique hails 
Dogras as harbingers of peace and prosperity in Kashmir. He views the 
Muslim assertion against Dogra state as a communal movement aided by 
British (Lal, 1994). A. K. Kaul in his paper “Kashmiryat: A Counter Point” 
published in Kashmir and its People: studies in Evolution of Kashmiri Society 
regards the assertion against the Dogra state in 1930‟s as handiwork of 
British and aided by outside Muslim communalists motivated by the cry 
of „Islam in Danger‟ (Kaul, 2004).  
The third category of historians and writers while recognizing the mass 
discontent against feudal monarchy opine that the event of 13th July 1931 
was clothed in communal ideology. P. N. K. Bamzai writes that the event 
was engineered by educated Muslims who were influenced by the 
ideology of pan-Islamism and patronized by British government (Bamzai, 
1994). U.K. Zutshi views the 1931 agitations as handiwork of educated 
Muslim elite for creating niche in existing power structure. He concludes 
his account by writing that the agitation of 1931 was communal in 
character and the mass political awakening came to be enveloped by 
communal ideology inevitably accompanied by communal discord 
(Zutshi, 1984). 
P.N. Bazaz presents the outbreak of agitation as a specific historical 
development, brought about in the wake of the „dawn of modernism‟. He 
views miserable plight of peasants, artisans and the grievances of Muslim 
middle class at the root of the agitation (Bazaz, 1941). He recognizes the 
changing political tide around the globe and its impact on educated 
Muslim middle class. However, it is evident from his work that the mass 
agitation was launched by using emotive slogans of „Islam in Danger‟ 
(Ibid). He also acknowledges the influence of outside „communal‟ 
organizations and British government (ibid). Chetralekha Zuthshi is of 
the view that the 1931, inaugurated the emergence of much dreaded term 
„communalism‟ in the political discourse of „non-communal‟ Kashmir. 
She says after the incident the new Muslim leadership more concretely 
linked religious affiliations with political demands claiming right for 
Kashmiri Muslims based on ideal of just Islamic society. However, she 
recognizes the politico-economic context of the incident by writing, there 
is no doubt that despite the articulation of secular grievances on religious 
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lines by the leaders of both the communities and avowed jumping of 
Hindu Muslim elements from British India into the fray to support their 
respective Kashmiri brethren, the tussle between Kashmiri Hindus and 
Muslims in the aftermath of 1931 was more about political and economic 
representation than religious antagonism (Zutshi, 2004). Mirdu Rai 
presents the 1931 event as expression of resentment against feudal 
autocracy fueled by wrong policies of the State. While citing archival 
sources she suggests that the problem was aggravated by disapproval of 
Maharaja‟s policies freely expressed in British India. She however, 
acknowledges the role of outside organizations and individuals in 
shaping political opinion in Kashmir (Rai, 2004). 
There is a need to situate the 1931 uprising which marks the beginning of 
political movement in Kashmir in global context and to view it in its 
proper perspective. I argue that the 1931 agitation was part of global 
movement in favour of civil liberties like equality, freedom of thought 
and expression and other democratic rights which had its origin in 
French Revolution of 1789. The revolution with its slogan of „liberty, 
equality and fraternity‟ kindled nationalism in Europe. The country after 
country felt its glow during nineteenth century. Greece, Germany, 
Belgium, Italy, Poland and Hungry were moved by nationalism, freedom 
and unity. Then the Asian countries like Japan, Turkey, Iran, China and 
India fell under its spell (Chand, 1961).  The use of religious and cultural 
idioms during the1931 agitation was not peculiar to Kashmir but a 
common phenomenon in the national movements of late nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. It was because of the absence of well-developed class 
consciousness religion provided ideology of revolt in class movements. 
The event of 1931 was not a spontaneous development but a vehement 
expression of the grievances of Kashmiri Muslims. Different sections of 
Kashmiri population were seething with discontent but could not express 
their grievances openly owing to ban on press and formation of political 
organization. About 80% of Muslim population was comprised of 
peasantry who were deprived of their proprietary rights and subjected to 
exorbitant taxation policy. State appropriated major portion of peasant‟s 
produce in the form of various taxes (Wingate, 1888). Bazaz remarks 
that„owing to exorbitant taxes and loot of corrupt officials of the 
government the most of the cultivators had given up their lands and 
abandoned the profession of cultivation‟ (Bazaz, 1941).Besides, these poor 
peasants were subjected to inhuman practice of Begar (forced labour). The 
officials of the state exploited the institution of Begar for their personal 
advantages. The poor peasants were reduced to the status of virtual serfs 
by the state and its supporting structure. The condition of artisans was 
too pathetic. The decline of shawl trade after the Franco-Prussian war of 
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1870 worsened the condition of artisans. The colonial intervention in 
agrarian structure and ending the state monopoly of grain trade led to the 
entry of private individuals in the grain market thus, restricted the poor 
artisan‟s access to cheap grain. Politically, the Kashmiri people were 
deprived of all basic rights and civil liberties. Public opinion was non-
existent in the state, owing to ban on freedom of thought and expression 
and formation of political organizations. Educationally like most of the 
people of Princely states Kashmiris were backward. There was mass 
illiteracy all around. The abject poverty and conservative attitude of their 
religious leaders had kept them away from modern education. It was 
only the rich class of Kashmiri population particularly Pandits and later 
Sayyids who first responded to modern education. Rest the bulk of 
population was reeling under the darkness of illiteracy. The educated 
middle class particularly of Muslim community faced employment 
problems and were further perturbed by the regulations of Civil Service 
Recruitment Board formed in 1930 which laid out difficult conditions for 
the recruitment to government services.†These people were made to be 
silent which turned them perturbed and restive (Khan 1980).. The 
educated middle-class youth was frustrated by the state policies. „They 
had imbibed the spirit of the new age. Their minds were full of the 
onrushing tide of democracy in the West. They had read about the 
political movements of Turkey, Ireland, Egypt and the role played by 
young men in these movements. They were also inspired by political 
movements of British India.‟ (Bazaz, 1941) The simmering discontent was 
further fueled by agrarian downswings and great depression of 1929 (Rai, 
2004). 
 In such a surcharged situation the incidents like ban on khutbaand Tuhin-
i-Quran provided only spark to the already accumulated mass of 
explosives, which culminated into the Central Jail incident of 13 July, 
1931. The Reading Room party formed by educated Kashmiri‟s in 1930 
for amelioration of their grievances, convened a mass meeting at Khanqa-
i-Maula. The meeting was attended by about fifty thousand people. It was 
in this public meeting that a group of representatives consisting of seven 
members was selected by voice vote to represent the peoples‟ grievances. 
They were authorized to present the popular demands to Maharaja. It 
was at this time that a man namely Abdul Qadeer (a butler of a European 

                                                           
†  Kashmiri Pandits constituted a miniscule section of population and majority of them 

enjoyed privileged position during Dogra rule. State due its medieval character 
depended upon the majority community (peasants and artisans) for its sustenance. 
Therefore, this class remained busy in filling the coffers of State and lived in abject 
poverty, only a small section of Sayyids and middle-class Muslims were educated 
and faced the problems of unemployment.  
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official) appeared on the scene and delivered a forceful speech. He spoke 
about the religious disabilities faced by Kashmiris under autocratic rule. 
He exhorted them for the restoration of their honour. His speech was 
recorded by CID and was arrested at Naseem Bagh. His venue of trial 
was shifted to central Jail Srinagar. This was the first political trial in the 
State (Rashid, n.a.). It evoked the feeling of general public who realized 
that a coreligionist outside the state has courted his arrest for the 
vindication of their rights. On 13th July 1931, Molvi Muhammad Abdullah 
advocate presented himself as principal defense counsel.  Thousands of 
Muslims assembled outside the central Jail. They were raising the slogans 
Islam Zindabad(Long Live Islam), Abdul Qadeer Zindabad(Long Live 
AbdulQadeer)and Justice Zindabad(Long Live Justices) (Khan, 1980). After 
the entry of the Session Judge, they demanded permission to enter the 
compound. At this stage Molvi Addulllah advocate requested them to 
remain peaceful. They withdrew from the gate and stayed silently 
waiting for the news from inside.  At 1 pm Muslims lined up for 
Zuhar(mid-day) prayer. In the meantime the governor arrived and 
snubbed the police for not having taken into the custody those who had 
foolishly attempted to enter the jail compound. Thereafter police arrested 
five persons which turned the gathering restive. The crowd then 
attempted to forcibly enter the jail compound and demanded release of 
people which caused commotion. Government felt unnerved and ordered 
the police to open fire on unarmed people which resulted into on spot 
death of seventeen people. Five people later died at Jamia Masjid due to 
non-availability of medical facility. The angry crowd put the dead bodies 
on cots and used the blood drenched shirts of martyrs as flags and 
marched in the form of procession while reciting the verses of Holy 
Quran and occasionally raising slogans against the government. At this 
moment government attempted to snatch dead bodies from the crowd. 
The crowd confronted army near Mallakha (Rainawari, Srinagar) but army 
failed in its design.  The dead bodies were brought to Jamia Masjid, 
Srinagar, where a huge gathering of people had assembled (ibid.). Army 
cordoned Jamia Masjid which made it difficult to procure medical 
treatment for the injured that result into further loss of life.  
Communal strife raised its head at this critical movement. A fracas 
ensued between the Muslims and the Punjabi Hindus with the result a 
tonga driver, Ghulam Nabi was ruthlessly beaten by the Hindus (ibid.). 
Unfortunately some Muslim miscreants took an undue advantage of the 
situation. They looted the Hindu shopkeepers at Vacharnag, Bohrikadal 
and Zainakadal. Muslims raised vengeance against the government and 
in their mind, Hindus represented the government. Hindus also took 
revenge by looting Muslim houses and shops at HabaKadal, Ganpatyaar, 
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Kralkhud and Barbar Shah (Hussain , 1992). When Muslim leaders heard 
of this, they regretted the event and put an immediate stop on rowdyism. 
Shaikh Abdullah remarks in his autobiography Atish Chinar: (Abdullah , 
1986) 

I received the news at my residence Nawabazar that the Muslim 
procession is carrying the dead bodies towards the city. I became 
anxious about the loss of precious lives and was worried that the 
event should not take shape of communal strife. I directed Molvi 
Abdul Rahim who was with me to handle the situation and not 
to allow the procession to proceed ahead of Jamia Masjid. After 
some time Molvi Abdul Rahim returned with the news that there 
is a surcharged atmosphere and the processionists have resorted 
to loot at ZainaKadal and BohriKadal.  

 In the meanwhile, a section of native Pandits made a common cause with 
the non-Kashmiri Hindus against the Muslims. The relation between 
native Hindus and native Muslims became strained. Several areas in the 
city were racked by communal strife. Within two or three hours of jail 
incident the entire city presented a gloomy scene. Everybody looked 
panic stricken. The Muslim leaders were arrested and imprisoned in the 
fort of Hariparbat (Khan, 1980) Government adopted the policy of 
suppression. Such a policy of repression made Muslims to believe that 
government and non-Muslims are one. The hostile attitude of Pandit elite 
towards the 1931 uprising created an impression in the hearts and mind 
of common Kashmiri Muslims that Hindus were no less enemies to them 
and their cause than the government itself (ibid.). 
It is pertinent to mention the poor sections of Pandit community also 
suffered under feudal monarchy (Bazaz, 1941). But it was due to the 
hostile attitude of their elite towards the movement that they could not 
identify themselves with the changing tide. Bazaz aptly remarks 
„Kashmiri Pandits did not like easily to abandon monopoly on one hand 
and create a rival in the shape of Muslim on the other. Class 
consciousness blinded them to the fact that Muslim young men had as 
much right to get their legitimate share in services as they themselves 
had‟ (ibid.). The Muslim leaders followed the policy of caution. They 
advised the people to maintain peace. The Muslim leaders also appealed 
Hindus to abandon their hostile attitude towards the movement. It was 
also made clear by the Muslim leadership that the agitation would 
continue unabated until the grievances of the people were redressed and 
their demands granted.  
The political developments after the 1931 event culminated into 
formation of All Jammu and Kashmir Muslim Conference in October, 
1932. It was under the banner of this organization that the Kashmiri 
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leadership began to pursue their secular demands. However, despite its 
secular character the organization continued to use religious idioms for 
mass mobilization which probably caused suspicion in the hearts and 
minds of non-Muslims. But, there were some progressive minded 
Kashmiri Pandits like Prem Nath Bazaz who supported the secular 
demands of Muslim Conference and tried to make it an inclusive 
movement of Kashmiris in favour of civil liberties and democratic rights. 
It was the result of his efforts, the ideological impact of some prominent 
leaders of Indian National Congress especially Pandit Nehru and Saifd-
ud-Din Kitchloo and inherent character of the movement that the Muslim 
Conference was changed into National Conference in 1939, in order to 
ensure a common platform for the freedom struggle.  However, the 
endeavour met little success. 
It is pertinent to mention here that rioting of 1931, did not attain a mass 
base and remained confined to Maharaj Bazar and Vicharnag, area and its 
neighbouring quarters. Though the event led to the intensification of 
competing identities of Hindus and Muslims which played a significant 
role in the future politics of Kashmir, but it could not embitter the 
relations between the two communities at local level, owing to its limited 
social base. The Barjour Dalal Committee, appointed by the Maharaja to 
inquire into the causes of the 1931 uprising, described it a Muslim 
movement against the Hindus of Kashmir (Dalal , 1931). However, the 
Glancy Commission report clearly described economic distress of 
Kashmiri Muslims as the bed rock of movement. (Glancy, 1932) The 
response of British paramount power towards the grievances of Kashmiri 
Muslims has been presented by many writers as British support to 
„Muslim communalism‟ for weakening Maharaj‟s position. While 
dismissing Nicholas Dirks‟s argument for hollowing of Indian crowns 
under colonialism, Mirdu Rai argues that colonial rule helped the Dogra 
rulers to secure their hold on power in ways unparalleled in pre-colonial 
India (Rai, 2004).  However, one cannot deny the role of colonial state in 
creating context for construction of competing religious identities. The 
colonial knowledge of social taxonomy and census reports made religion 
its fundamental ethnographic category for ordering and classifying 
demographic and developmental data (Bandyopadyay, 2015) 
One of the significant developments of 1931, event was that the role of 
Punjabi Muslims became more frequent in Muslim politics of Kashmir. 
The engagement of Punjbi Muslim organizations in Kashmir politics has 
been viewed by many writers as influence of „communal‟ ideology. But 
considering the internal rivalries of Punjabi organizations (Ahmadiyas 
and Ahrars) and competition to spread their influence, which intensified 
the fissures among Kashmiri leadership, the application of the term 



Journal of Society in Kashmir 2021 

 

Page | 84  

„communal‟ to the political context of Kashmir is misappropriation. Soon 
after the 1931 agitation the Muslims of Kashmir got politically divided 
under the leadership of Shaikh Abdullah and Mirwaiz Yousuf Shah. The 
Muslim leadership in Kashmir was itself politically divided, therefore, 
can‟t be called „communal‟.‡ There were the Punjabis of Kashmiri origin, 
who had migrated in the past due to political and economic instability in 
Kashmir. It was this diaspora that whole heartedly supported the cause of 
their brethren in the Valley. The processions were carried out in Punjab 
demanding Government of India‟s intervention in amelioration of the 
grievances of Kashmiri Muslims. The Punjabi Muslims who voiced the 
growing discontent of their Muslim brethren in Kashmir were 
representing two rival sets― Ahmadiyas and Ahrars. All India Kashmir 
Committee formed within a week after 13, July event was dominated by 
Ahmadiyas. It called for an inquiry into the incident of 13 July 1931by the 
government and declared 14 August as „Kashmir Day‟ in order to express 
their solidarity with Kashmiris. (Tribune, 1931) 
Ahrar agitation in the state had converged with series of grievances felt 
by the largely Muslim cultivators of Jammu province. The protests spread 
to Mirpur, Rajouri and Kotli. The Muslim in Jammu provinces gave vent 
to their political economic grievances in the form of rioting (ibid.). The 
peasants of Mirpur were subjected to exorbitant taxation and other illegal 
exactions. Due to political uprising in the Valley and infiltration of 
AhrarJathas, they started no-revenue campaign under the leadership of 
Sardar Gouhar Rehaman and Mufti Ziauddin. (Rashid, n.a.) The assertion 
of the Jammu Muslim cultivators was directed against tax collectors and 
urban and rural Hindu creditors, who were accused of disposing them of 
their lands at a time of agrarian crisis. 
The foregoing discussion suggests that on the eve of 1931 agitation the 
different sections of Kashmiri society particularly peasants and artisans 
were seething with discontent. The anger they had accumulated against 
autocratic state and its corrupt and prejudicial state structure was ignited 
by the wave of democracy that had swept south Asia during late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century. The situation is aptly stated by 
P.N. Bazaz as: 

„Any man could see that old structures were shaking and 
breaking in the state. The earth was running under their feet; the 
times were moving fast and everything was going out of joint 

                                                           
‡ Ayesha Jalal argues infavour of deconstructing the term communalism in south Asian 

context considering internal contradictions within religious communities. Jalal, 
Ayesha, “Exploding Communalism: The Politics of Muslim Identity in South Asia” in 
Bose Sugata and Jalal Ayesha, ed. Nationalism Democracy and Development: State and 
Politics in India, Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998-99, p. 18. 
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before their very eyes. Yet seeing the authorities saw not, nor, 
did they understand. Such was their colossal incompetence!‟ 

To conclude, it is abundantly clear that the uprising of 1931 was primarily 
rooted in class conflict and was part of the global movement for civil 
liberties and democracy. The economic and religious identities of Hindus 
and Muslims coincided, therefore, the class conflict was falsely perceived 
as „communal‟. However, one cannot deny the role of religion as 
mobilizing tool. It was so because of the poor class consciousness, and in 
the absence of class ideology, religion provided the ideology of revolt. As 
Bipan Chandra says, „modern politics compel people to organize on the 
basis of wider collective identities, if such organization does not occur on 
the basis of nation or class, it would occur on the basis of religion or some 
other basis.‟ (Chandra, 2015) Therefore, the 13th July 1931 event should 
not be viewed as „communal‟ conflict rather the beginning of a movement 
in favour of civil liberties, equality, individual freedom, democratic rights 
and above all a responsible government, which had its origin in French 
Revolution of 1789. The revolution kindled nationalism in Europe. Then 
the Asian countries like Japan, Turkey, Iran, China and India fell under 
its spell. 
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