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REMAKING HISTORY

�e story this book follows begins on August 15, 1947. As the new nation-states 

of India and Pakistan prepared to negotiate land and power, the citizens of the 

princely state of Hyderabad experienced the unravelling of an intense political 

con�ict between the union government of India and the local ruler, the Nizam 

of Hyderabad. �e author explores how the state of Hyderabad was struggling to 

produce its own tools of cultural renaissance and modernity in the background 

of the union government’s deployment of the central army, the Nizam’s idea of 

“Azad Hyderabad,” and the Telangana armed struggle fostered by leftist parties. 

With evidence from the oral histories of various sections—both Muslims and 

non-Muslims—and a wide variety of written sources and historical documents, 

this book captures such an intense moment of new politics and cultural discourses.

Afsar Mohammad is an internationally acclaimed and award-winning South 

Asian scholar working on Hindu–Muslim interactions in India. He also 

focuses on Muslim writing and Telugu studies. He teaches at the University of 

Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. His previously published work �e Festival of Pirs: 

Popular Islam and Shared Devotion in South India (2013) has received high praise 

for its contributions to the studies on vernacular Islam.
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Abbajaan Shamsuddin “Kaumudi” (d. 1997)

for all their life lessons;

more than that, for their commitment to a political ideal

with which they were associated since their teenage years.
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My memory keeps getting in the way of your history.

—Agha Shahid Ali, �e Country without a Post O�ce

When I read this line from a poem by Agha Shahid Ali in 1998, it immediately 

resonated through the restless chambers of my mind. In Hyderabad on 

September 17 of that same year, I had witnessed a public rally of the right-wing 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and listened to India’s then home minister Lal 

Krishna Advani give a provocative speech. Invoking anti-Muslim sentiment in 

Hyderabad and Telangana states, Advani declared that September 17 should 

be celebrated as “Telangana Liberation Day.” �at charged declaration stoked 

a hundred questions in me about the history of Hyderabad, a history which 

is already replete with intense memories of Muslim lives and their discourses 

between the 1930s and 1950s. On that September day, which marked the �ftieth 

anniversary of the integration of the Hyderabad princely state into the Indian 

government, the BJP was jubilant about the military action of the Indian 

government code-named “Operation Polo” or “Police Action.” But could we 

really call it a “celebration” given the violent history that led to the killing of 

thousands of Muslims and Hindus, and to the global displacement and migration 

of thousands of Hyderabadis?

Since the demolition of the Babri mosque in 1992, Advani had already been 

part of the heightened consciousness of the local Muslims. During this period, 

wherever I went I heard resounding critiques of Advani’s statements. However, 

PREFACE
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xii PREFACE

September 17, 1998, was di�erent. Like many young Muslims of the 1990s, I too 

had grown up with anti-Muslim slogans buzzing around me—among them 

Musalmaan ke do hi sthan, qabristan ya Pakistan (A Muslim has only two choices 

of abode: the graveyard or Pakistan)1—and had been called names such as Babar 

ke aulad (the children of Babar, the Mughal emperor), Aurangzeb vārasulu (the 

heirs of Aurangzeb, another Mughal emperor often remembered for his policies 

on anti-Hindu and Islamic fundamentalism), and “Jihadists.”2 Gra
ti and jeers 

constantly reminded me that my mulk (home country) is somewhere in Pakistan. 

As Advani and his followers explicitly stated several times, I am not a patriot 

according to their “nationalist” framework.3 �ose intense moments prompted 

me to write a poem entitled “No Birthplace” remembering the violent experiences 

of the Partition of 1947 and the rise of Muslim minoritization.

Some limbs and organs

under a vacuum head.

Where did I come from?

None of you told me,

So, at 1947 why I blew up

and remained

—broken since then.4

Many writings and oral accounts from Hyderabad and Telangana emphasize 

that the 1948 Police Action was nothing but an extension of the Partition. Such 

sentiments once again started playing a central role in the making of a new 

Muslim identity around 1992—the beginnings of Hindu nationalism. In that 

kind of political environment, how does one comprehend the consciousness of the 

new-generation Muslim? Can we gauge it merely through the lens of their faith 

(’īmān) or by identifying their sense of being and belonging with some “foreign” 

country? I took up these two questions in my previous work, �e Festival of Pīrs, 

in which I questioned our normative understanding of the nature of Muslim 

public rituals in South Asia.5

Between 2006 and 2012, during my �eld research for �e Festival of Pīrs, 

I met several Muslim and non-Muslim witnesses of the violence of the 1948 

Police Action. It was through them that I started realizing that the response to 

these two questions should not be limited to faith. We must ask larger questions 

to investigate this new Muslim consciousness and its multi-layered history. In 
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PREFACE xiii

talking to various groups of Muslims and Hindus in di�erent parts of Hyderabad 

and Telangana, I heard multiple responses to these questions. Many of my 

interlocutors recognized that this variety of responses had barely anything to 

do with faith—at least faith as many contemporary political factors had de�ned 

it. Within the modern history of Hyderabad, these political and religious 

associations are connected to many regional factors and actors, yet the being and 

belongingness of a Muslim remains central.

�is book is a direct result of asking such larger questions. Although it is a 

close study of the narrativization of the 1948 Police Action in Hyderabad, many 

of its observations go beyond that speci�c event. �is book recalls a long journey 

replete with all kinds of hurdles, as we can imagine from the documentation 

of any violent event, whether it be the Partition or the Holocaust. Several 

scholars who have focused on those events tell how di�erent forces commingle 

to silence or marginalize the voices of such events. In addition to these hurdles, 

what happened between September 13 and 17 regarding the integration of 

Hyderabad into the Indian government has been endlessly misinterpreted and 

falsely recounted, largely because of the dominance of ideologies of nationalism, 

majoritarianism, and religious fundamentalism in the local historiography.6 In 

the case of Muslims and Telangana, there has been a constant hegemony of the 

privileged localism, such as Telugu nationalism, that led to the formation of the 

Telugu-speaking state of Andhra Pradesh in 1956.

�e oral accounts in this book document the deeply expressed concerns 

of many Hyderabadis, concerns that their story even now remains silenced by 

the overemphasis on the Telangana rebellion, Telugu nationalism of the same 

period, and the politics of the nation-state. When I began my archival work, 

I very soon realized that their pain was no exaggeration. However, it was not 

easy to get them to speak out about the violence and its aftermath. It also 

took me longer than I had expected to �nd any sources—both oral accounts 

and written materials related to the Police Action. For even the Sunderlal 

Committee’s report was de-classi�ed only in 2012, and I learned from various 

sources that documents and images related to the Police Action were also 

deliberately removed and disappeared from most public archives. In such a 

time of censoring and silencing, I started thinking about Muslim history as 

a whole around the Police Action and its immediate consequences. �e very 

�rst challenge I encountered was the absolute silence of the witnesses, who 

include not only ordinary people but also the socio-political activists who had 

been extremely active in the late 1940s. I noticed that most of my witnesses 
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xiv PREFACE

were still experiencing trauma from the Police Action, even six decades later. 

In fact, contemporary Hindutva politics play a particularly prominent role in 

silencing them; many of these witnesses (as they themselves told me later) “do 

not want to get into any trouble.” Many also noted that “talking about that event 

is like inviting the trouble on our own.” Because of the political pressure put on 

witnesses, and their consequent reluctance to talk, I had to wait for more than 

two years for some testimonies. �is situation recalls what the anthropologist E. 

Valentine Daniel termed “the drone of silence.”7

Nonetheless, I persisted. After all, I have been fascinated by Hyderabad 

since childhood. When I started reading about Hyderabad during my college 

days, I also developed an interest in learning more about the long decades 

from the 1930s to 1950s, particularly about Muslim politics, the Partition, 

and the Police Action of 1948. Despite several publications on Hyderabad and 

Telangana, none of the available materials helped me understand the Muslim 

question. However, I was always surrounded by books and people celebrating 

the historical Telangana armed rebellion led by the Communist Party (1946–

1951),8 and my own family had been quite engaged in this movement. Both 

my parents’ families were part of its activism, and my father was on several 

Communist Party committees and a member of its two prominent literary 

and cultural wings such as the Progressive Writers Association (PWA) 

and the Indian People’s �eater Association (IPTA). When I talked to my 

grandmother, Fatima Begum, about the changes she witnessed during the 

1940s, she said:

Everything happened so quickly, we could not even understand what was 

going on. Since my family—including all my sons and daughters—were 

active members of the Communist party, most of the information was from 

the Party. When I look back now and try to remember anything about the 

Police Action, nothing comes to my memory. I just remember many party 

workers were killed and unfortunately the party had to wind up its activities 

thereafter.9

It took me a while to comprehend that her memory was extremely selective 

because she was recalling the event through the lens of the Communist Party. 

Like her testimony here, every conversation about the Police Action with my 

family ended with a comment along the lines of, “Well, whatever happened, 

happened! We’ve come a long way after that bloodshed. We barely remember 

anything about it now!” Several publications likewise conclude that the Police 
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PREFACE xv

Action was the end of all the history related to the Hyderabad princely state and 

Muslims.10

Since 1948, the language employed at a national level too talks about how 

the Police Action has tended to be deceptive, politically in�uenced, and utterly 

devoid of the sentiments articulated by locals. Rather than being grounded in 

the past, most of it is de�ned entirely by contemporary politics that are closely 

entwined with the ideologies of various political parties. As mentioned earlier, 

the right-wing BJP was extremely jubilant about imposing their narrative as 

the singular version of the Police Action. Over the intervening decades, the 

�ve days of battle between the Indian government and Hyderabad state have 

been recounted in many ways and retold from many di�erent perspectives. 

�ough several writings and media posts have also tried to reimagine history 

by mentioning the “tyranny” of the nationalism that led to the destruction of 

the Hyderabad state, these are still almost always limited either to praising or 

blaming the Nizam of Hyderabad. In fact, it has been a very black-and-white 

conversation since 1948, and more so since 1998.

Precisely seventy-three years later, on September 17, 2021, as I was still 

working on a chapter for this book, there was an outpouring of social media 

messages, emails, and online posts related to the “integration” (vilīnam
.
 in Telugu) 

of Hyderabad state into the newly formed Indian government in 1948. �ose 

comments clearly perceived the “integration” and the end of the Nizam’s rule 

as a “celebration of the liberation of Hyderabad and Telangana.” I read that the 

home minister, Amit Shah, attended the “Telangana Liberation Day celebration” 

in the town of Nirmal, and I noted his declarations that the BJP would make 

sure that Telangana could in future celebrate this historic day without fear.11 

He also recounted the “historic e�orts” made by the then home minister Sardar 

Patel. Yet the idea of “celebration” was actually nothing new as this afterlife of 

the Police Action goes back to the 1998 politics of the right-wing declarations 

of the “Telangana Liberation Day.”12 Such contemporary politics have made 

the entire historical memory of the Police Action even more of an ideological 

battle�eld than before, and the pain of the Hyderabadi community continues to 

be obscured. At this point, I made it my goal to retrieve this pain and its impact 

on the community, and to do so from the perspective of an ordinary Muslim of 

Hyderabad. �is categorization of an ordinary Muslim de�nitely includes the 

larger Hindu community of the state.13

As I �nished writing this book, I had a strong feeling that this was just 

another beginning. �ere are many dimensions of the violence of 1948 that still 

need to be explored and debated. In light of all the restlessness I experienced 
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xvi PREFACE

while writing and thinking about this book, I end this preface with one of my 

poems on Hyderabad:

people still have that age-old smile

from the last century

that gracefully �ows

and spreads through all the spaces.

You’re �ooded by the words

that barely sound

either Urdu or Telugu,

it’s an idiom you and I forgot to inherit.14

NOTES

 1. �is process of stigmatizing and othering Muslims has a long process in 

the history of India. Christophe Ja�relot provides a detailed analysis of this 

movement in �e Hindu Nationalist Movement in India (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1998); for a recent perspective, see Qudsiya Ahmed, “How I 

Got Over �at Dark Geographic Shadow Called Pakistan,” �e Wire, April 6, 

2018, https://thewire.in/culture/how-i-got-over-that-dark-geographic-shadow 

-called-pakistan (accessed July 11, 2022). �is essay too suggests searching 

multiple associations that go beyond the faith.

 2. See Audrey Truschke, Aurangzeb: �e Life and Legacy of India’s Most 

Controversial King (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2017).

 3. Yamini Krishna and Swathi Shivanand, “BJP Made Gains in Hyderabad 

Using History as a Weapon: But How Accurate Is Its Version of the Past?” 

Scroll, January 21, 2021, https://scroll.in/article/983875/bjp-made-gains-in-

hyderabad-usinghistory-as-a-weapon-but-how-accurate-is-its-version-of-the-

past (accessed July 21, 2022).

 4. Afsar Mohammad, Evenings with a Su� [Collection of poems from Telugu] 

(New Delhi: Red River Press, 2022).

 5. Afsar Mohammad, �e Festival of Pīrs: Shared Devotion and Popular Islam in 

South India (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).

 6. See the Introduction of this book for a detailed discussion: Swami Ramananda 

Tirtha, Memoirs of the Hyderabad Freedom Struggle (New Delhi: Popular 

Prakashan, 1967).
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 7. E. Valentine Daniel, Charred Lullabies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1996), 150.

 8. For a recent debate about the Telangana armed struggle and the Communist 

Party’s local history, see Sunil Purushotham, From Raj to Republic: Sovereignty, 

Violence, and Democracy in India (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2021), 

6–9, 182–224.

 9. Conversation with Fathima Begum from my personal journal.

 10. See Chapter 4 of this book for an idea of such materials.

 11. Sreebaala Vadlapatla, “Will Observe September 17 as Hyderabad Liberation 

Day with a Chest Full of Pride: Amit Shah,” Times of India, September 18, 2021, 

https://timeso�ndia.indiatimes.com/city/hyderabad/will-observe-september 

-17-as-hyderabad-liberation-day-with-a-chest-full-of-pride-amit-shah/

articleshow /94261032.cms (accessed September 18, 2022).

 12. For more on this debate, see N. Venugopal, Lechi Nilichina Telangana [�e 

resurgence of Telangana] (Hyderabad: Swechchaa Saahiti, 2000) in which he 

invokes the poet and activist Bertolt Brecht’s famous words about “Hitler’s 

lies.” For an entire debate in the Telugu public sphere, see Vivek Tadakamalla 

and Sangisetty Srinivas, 17 Sept.em
.
bar 1948: Bhinna Dr

˚
kkōn. ālu [Di�erent 

perspectives on 17 September 1948] (Hyderabad: Telangana History Society, 

2010).

 13. Ashokamitran’s novel published in Tamil and then also translated into 

Telugu and English provides evidence of this non-Muslim perception. See 

Ashokamitran, Janta Nagarālu (New Delhi: National Book Trust, 1985); 

Ashokamitran, �e Eighteenth Parallel, trans. Gomathi Narayanan (Hyderabad: 

Orient Blackswan, 1993).

 14. Mohammad, Evenings with a Su�.
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Most of the people who deserve my gratitude here have slipped into some 

unknown past. Now, I remember all those who opened their houses and hearts 

to share their memories of the Police Action and various historical moments 

between the 1930s and 1950s. When I started talking to them around 2006, they 

were active, healthy, and cheerful, bursting with an enthusiasm for life. When I 

started writing these chapters around 2019, and crept through each page, I started 

losing them either to COVID-19 or to various other sicknesses. Consequently, I 

found it hard to listen to their wonderful voices on my audio recorder. �at pain 

of loss delayed the process of transcribing them �rst into Telugu and then into 

English. During this gloomy journey, I had many questions and therefore often 

tried calling one or other of my interviewees, seeking answers or simply more 

details of an event. �eir families typically returned my call by saying, “Anna, 

the elderly one (peddāyana) is no more! He was asking about you and your book! 

Many times, he asked us to ‘call Afsar bēt.ā and ask him to �nish the book soon!’”

For many of these families, I have become their bēt.ā (son) or anna (brother) 

over the past �fteen years. I took so much from them to create this book and 

felt I was giving them next to nothing in return. �e last time I met Quddus 

Sahab before his death around 2017, he said: “Afsar bēt.ā, kitab jaldi likho … bas … 

voh bahut jarooree tarikh hai!” (My son, �nish writing the book soon. It is good 

enough, and it is very important history!). He had always been fascinated by 

Muslim tarikh (histories)—starting with the battle of Karbala and through to 

the Telangana separatist movement of the 2000s. �e only thing I could give him 

for his many conversations was a stack of history books about Telangana. �e 
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stories of ordinary Muslims and Hindus who su�ered and survived all manner 

of hardships during the Police Action and the Telangana rebellion. Even though 
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But for me the true archives and living texts were the conversations that I 

had with these families. And to my surprise, despite their passion for poetry and 

�ctional writings, these families had saved many historical documents. Until her 

death in 2019, I shared the details of each conversation with my mother (Ammi), 

Munavar Begum. Due to our family’s leftist activism, Ammi knew some of its 

history or about some of these personalities, and she helped me by adding a few 

more details to whatever they had recalled. Since Ammi was also a voracious 

reader of Urdu and Telugu �ction, her reading experiences also enriched my 
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historical understanding of these particular decades of the Deccan. Many 

members of my extended family have helped me enormously to make connections 

and �esh out missing information in those personal and public histories.

Despite all their enthusiasm about my topic, my research and writing turned 

out to be an extremely slow journey. �e sheer amount of violence and trauma, 

and the many sad memories of my interlocutors, were emotionally hard to take on 

board, and they haunted me like nightmares. Over the years, many friends and 

scholars encouraged me to continue with my work, hard as it was. Finally, when 

I was teaching at the University of Texas at Austin in 2012, Syed Akbar Hyder 

asked me to give a talk about Kavi Raja Murthy’s 1949 Urdu novel Mai Gharīb Hu 

for the university’s series on Sadat Hasan Manto’s literary in�uences to celebrate 

his birth centenary. �is talk titled “Manto Beyond Urdu” was well received and 

followed by an intense discussion by one of my favorite Urdu scholars, Shamim 

Hana� sahib, along with Donald Davis, Carla Petievich, Kathryn Hansen, 

Snehal Shinghavi, Kamran Asdar Ali, and the entire team of the Hindi–Urdu 

�agship program at that school. Even before he died in 2021, Shamim Hana� 

sahab called me and asked about my manuscript. He repeatedly said: “We need 

more of such work beyond Urdu and its vernacular histories.”

On the heels of this 2012 talk in Texas, I was invited to speak at several 

universities and conferences. It was because of those invitations that I started 

playing with an idea: to study this literary history by connecting it to the larger 

history of the Hyderabad princely state and the politics between the Indian 

government and the Nizam with an emphasis on ordinary Muslims and Hindus 

of the 1940s.

Rejuvenated by this new set of questions, I returned to the �eld in 2013 to 

meet political activists and literary personalities in Telangana. At �rst, I met the 

Hyderabad-based Urdu writers and their families. �en, I began visiting not only 

the locations that had been a�ected by the Police Action but also the centers of 

the Telangana armed rebellion. Based on some of these materials, in 2016 and 

2017 at Emory University and Columbia University respectively, I spoke about 

Telugu and Urdu language politics and Jeelani Bano’s Urdu novel Aiwan-e-

Ghazal as an example of a gendered Muslim history. During the discussions at 

Emory, Velcheru Narayana Rao, Joyce Flueckiger, Harshita Mruthinti Kamat, 

Gautam Reddy, and Jamal Jones shared their critical feedback. At Columbia, 

Carla Bellamy’s question about the political dimension of Jeelani Bano’s novel 

helped me focus my enquiry. �e current version of Chapter 3 was actually a 

result of my discussions with Carla and her colleagues Frances Pritchet, Jack 

Hawley, and their graduate students.
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