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Abstract 

 

Makhdoom Mohiuddin:  

Life, Works and Times 

 

 

 

 

Afrose Fatima Ahmed, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Syed Akbar Hyder 

 

  This thesis chronicles the life, works and times of Makhdoom Mohiuddin. 

Makhdoom was an Urdu poet and a member of the Communist Party of India. He was 

active in many leftist political organizations and movements of his time, including the 

Progressive Writer’s Association, the Hyderabad trade union movement, and the 

Telangana peasants’ movement.  Yet Makhdoom was also a father and husband, a friend 

and family member, a teacher, a man with a wonderful sense of humor and a person of 

deep sincerity and compassion. This thesis takes stock of Makhdoom’s political and 

literary activities within the context of the tumultuous world around him. 
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Introduction 

rut  
 
dil ka saamaan uTHaa’o  

jaan ko neelaam karo  

aur chalo  

dard ka chaand sar-e shaam nikal aa’ega  

kyaa mudaawa he  

chalo dard peeo  

chaand ko pemaana banaa’o  

rut kee aaNkHoN se Tapakne lage kaale aaNsoo       

rut se kehe do  

ke woh pHir aa’e  

chalo  

us gul andaam kee chaahat meN bHi kyaa kyaa naa hoowa 

dard peda hoowa darmaaN ko’ee peda naa hoowa 

 

The Season 
 
Lift the stuff of the heart 

Auction off life 

and let’s go 

The moon of this pain will emerge in early evening 

What cure is there? 

Let’s go, drink the pain 

Make the moon a measure 

Black tears dripping from the eyes of the season 

Say to the season 
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That it should come again please 

Let’s go 

All the things that still haven’t happened 

even in the desire for the Beloved 

Pain came to be 

but a cure did not 1 

 
 This thesis chronicles the life, works and times of Makhdoom Mohiuddin. 

Makhdoom was an Urdu poet and a member of the Communist Party of India (CPI). He 

was active in many leftist political organizations and movements of his time, including 

the Progressive Writer’s Association (PWA), the Hyderabad trade union movement, and 

the Telangana peasants’ movement.  Yet Makhdoom was also a father and husband, a 

friend and family member, a teacher, a man with a wonderful sense of humor and a 

person of deep sincerity and compassion. He lived in tumultuous times; born in 1908 

during the radicalization of the Indian national movement, he came of age in an era of 

hope inspired by the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the anti-colonial Non-Cooperation 

movements at home. He died in 1969, having experienced the Partition of India and 

Pakistan and a cruel setback to the vision that he and his comrades had held for a new 

society.  

 

 A survey of the literature that treats Makhdoom Mohiuddin’s life and works in 

any depth will prove brief compared to many of his notable contemporaries. In Urdu, the 

most thorough work is a biography of Makhdoom submitted by Shaz Tamkanat (Shaz) in 
                                                
1 Makhdoom Mohiuddin. Bisaat-e-Raqs (Hyderabad: Urdu Academy Andhra Pradesh, 1998), 215. All 
translations are this author’s, unless otherwise noted.  
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1983 as his doctoral dissertation in Urdu literature at Osmania University in Hyderabad.2 

Shaz’s dissertation is lengthy, but most of it is devoted to a literary reading of 

Makhdoom’s collected works, which were not limited to poetry but also included dramas 

and nonfiction prose essays. Shaz’s dissertation is valuable because it utilized many of 

Makhdoom’s friends and family members and relevant letters and documents as sources. 

The biographical portion of his dissertation was written not chronologically, but 

organized by themes, such as “Domestic Life,” “Wittiness,” and “Political Life.” The 

literary portion of this dissertation is also divided into themes, including the division of 

Makhdoom’s poetry into romantic and revolutionary genres.  

 Other biographical works on Makhdoom in Urdu include one short volume called 

Makhdoom Mohiuddin, written by Sayyidah Jafar, which contains biographical essays as 

well as literary criticism.3 A short biographical dramatization of Makhdoom’s life is 

contained in the Urdu film serial called Kahkashan, produced in 2007. Kahkashan is a 

series of short films that chronicle the lives of Urdu poets, including Jigar Moradabadi, 

Firaq Gorakhpuri and Majaaz. 4   

 In English, most recently Jayanti Alam has edited a volume of essays and 

translations called Remembering Makhdoom.5 This volume’s essays are drawn from a 

conference held in Makhdoom’s memory in Hyderabad in 2004. The book covers a wide 

                                                
2 Shaz Tamkanat, Makhdoom Mohiuddin: Hayat aur Karname (Hyderabad: Maktabah-yi Shair o Hikmat, 
1986.) 
3 Jafar, Sayyidah, Makhdoom Mohiuddin (New Delhi: Sahitya Academy, 1998.) This book was written for 
the Sahitya Akademi’s series entitled Builders of Indian Literature. 
4 Kahkashan. DVD. Directed by Jalal Agha. (1990; Bombay, India: Saregama, 2007.) 
5 Alam, Jayanti ed., Remembering Makhdoom (New Delhi: Safdar Hashmi Memorial Trust, 2010.)  
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range of topics, including historical and political issues, Makhdoom’s life and 

personality, and literary criticism. One of the shortcomings of this particular volume is 

that the literary criticism of Makhdoom’s poetry is repeatedly formulated as a 

biographical exercise, so that the authors’ interpretations of the opinions and ideas 

expressed in his writing are taken as straightforward representations of the feelings and 

opinions of Makhdoom Mohiuddin the historic figure at any given time.6 Many essays in 

this volume also examine the question of the difference between Makhdoom’s political 

and romantic poetry, whether his writing of different types of poems can be characterized 

in terms of temporal phases and when a shift between these phases might have occurred.7 

Such a shift hinges on the belief that Makhdoom, after Partition and the decision of the 

Communist Party to cease the Telangana struggle, began to doubt the sincerity of the 

leadership of the Communist International.  

 Raj Bahadur Gour has written a short memoir as a friend, comrade and literary 

critic shortly after Makhdoom’s death in 1969.8 Makhdoom: A Memoir relates many 

anecdotes about Makhdoom in his youth and his political work. Gour, who was also a 

member of the Communist Party, the Hyderabad PWA and a budding critic of Urdu 

literature, also weighs in on the question of whether Makhdoom himself differentiated 

between political and romantic poetry. Gour argues that such a distinction is quite 

misguided and that it is incorrect to speculate that in his later years Makhdoom held some 

                                                
6 Ibid. xiii, 10-22, 40-52.  
7 Ibid. 50, 67. 
8 Gour, Raj Bahadur, Makhdoom: A Memoir, (New Delhi: Communist Party of India, 1970.)  
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reservations about the political program of the Communist Party.9 Of course, this memoir 

was published as an educational tract by the Communist Party of India and as such 

reflects their political positions, particularly their take on the role of literature, described 

as socialist realism. Given all of this, we can interpret Gour’s memoir and his literary 

criticism to be influenced by political and not purely aesthetic considerations.  

 Carlo Coppola in his doctoral dissertation of 1975 entitled “Urdu Poetry, 1935-

1970: The Progressive Episode” theorized about Makhdoom’s status as a Progressive 

poet.10 This dissertation was the first scholarly work in English to focus on the 

Progressive movement in Urdu poetry in any depth and offers a valuable history of the 

Progressive Writers Association and the many challenges that they faced. Coppola 

characterizes Makhdoom as a “reluctant Progressive.” Unlike Faiz Ahmed Faiz, widely 

agreed to be the most popular and skilled Progressive poet, Makhdoom, Coppola argues, 

did make a distinction between his own romantic and revolutionary poetry. Coppola also 

affirms that a shift occurred between these two genres of poetry in Makhdoom’s life, but 

notes that this shift was gradual and complex.11  This characterization of Makhdoom as a 

“reluctant Progressive” will be examined and challenged in the concluding chapter of this 

thesis.  

 All of these works are important in their own right. They are frequently very 

opinionated, having taken positions on the questions that an examination of Makhdoom’s 

                                                
9 Ibid., 28. 
10 Coppola, Carlo. “Urdu Poetry, 1935-1970: The Progressive Episode,” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 
1975.)  
11 Ibid., 368-69. 
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life will inevitably prompt. As we have seen, interpretations vary from arguing that a 

distinction can and must be made between Makhdoom’s political and literary writings to 

arguing that Makhdoom was political to his core and revolutionary interpretations can be 

made of all his work. There is also a tendency in some of this literature, particularly 

among Gour and Tamkanat, to defend Makhdoom’s lifestyle and personal decisions: his 

attitudes towards his family and women, his ambivalence towards Islam, and his habit of 

drinking alcohol are all issues with which they attempt to vindicate Makhdoom the man. 

Whatever the political or personal motivations, some of their assertions about Makhdoom 

must be taken with a grain of salt.   

 This biography builds upon of these previous works; it will address the questions 

noted above, not in order to add to the multitude of interpretations, but rather with the 

goal of producing a comprehensive biographical and historical account. 

 

 This work is organized chronologically. Unlike the few volumes thus far written 

on Makhdoom’s life and works, it does not attempt to make distinctions between his 

literary and political lives or to divide his collected writings into revolutionary and 

romantic genres of poetry. Instead, Makhdoom’s story is represented as a coherent 

narrative, weaving together the personal, political, and professional elements of his life 

along with the important historical events of his day; in an approximation of the way 

Makhdoom the man actually lived. I have chosen this method of presentation for two 

reasons.  
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 First, there is a critical need for a basic biography of Makhdoom Mohiuddin in 

English. Those who love his poetry lament the fact that he is not well known outside of 

Hyderabad or Urdu literary circles.  He also does not have a prominent position in the 

major histories of the political movements in which he participated, though he was a 

respected and capable leader. None of the books that examine Makhdoom’s literary and 

political activities do so in a comprehensive biographical form with a chronological 

narrative. This biography is written in the hope that it will be accessible to an English-

speaking popular audience, not only in North America and Europe but also for readers in 

South Asia previously unacquainted with Makhdoom.  

 Secondly, a chronological organization of this biography serves as a foundation 

for a future doctoral dissertation in which theory and literary criticism regarding 

Makhdoom’s political work and poetry can be developed. The writing of this biography 

will inform the methodology of that dissertation, which rests on the assertion that 

literature and the political and historic forces in society are dialectically related; the 

simplest meaning of which is that literature shapes, and is shaped by, society. If one is to 

categorize Makhdoom’s poetry into various genres, to interpret his motivations and 

intentions, and to simply offer a close reading, we must take into account the events of 

his day, how they affected him, and what his intentions were for the poems that he wrote, 

among other factors relating to an inquiry into the interior world of the poet. We must 

also consider the qualities and content of the poems themselves, and how they have 

entered the world, who read them, who continues to read them, and what influences they 

have had on the realm of literature and the broader society. This method requires 1) a 
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firm grounding in the historical context of the texts, 2) an examination into the personal 

and public lives of the author, as well as 3) a rigorous inquiry into the poems themselves. 

This biography addresses the first two of those three requirements.  

 In this vein, attention will be given to the political and social events and forces 

that shaped and guided Makhdoom’s life and works. Class and communal dynamics, the 

Indian national movement for independence, the CPI and the 3rd Communist International 

(Comintern), the Telangana peasants’ movement, trade union struggles, the Partition of 

South Asia into India and Pakistan and the establishment of a national bourgeois 

government were key political features of the tumultuous times in which Makhdoom and 

his contemporaries lived. The rise of the Progressive movement in Indian literature and 

the strong backlash that it experienced went hand in hand with these political and social 

forces.  

 The more personal features of Makhdoom’s life and the social and cultural norms 

that shaped them will also be examined: his estrangement from his mother, the downward 

class mobility he experienced in his youth, the pressures of supporting a family while 

living underground, and his attitudes towards religion are just a few examples. While 

some literary critics often examine family of origin issues with a psychoanalytical 

approach, they are not often emphasized in biographies of political figures, particularly 

men. Another goal of this paper is to explore the legacy that Makhdoom has left behind 

by examining how he is remembered. The past continues to haunt our understanding of 

the present, particularly in the case of literature, where the record is maintained in print 

for posterity. 
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 Chapter one, Origins, addresses Makhdoom’s youth, his family of origin, the 

contemporary conditions of the princely state of Hyderabad, and the historic moment in 

South Asia at the time of Makhdoom’s birth, specifically through the lens of World War 

II and its impacts on the nationalist movement. It also inquires into the aesthetic and 

political inclinations of the literary figures that most influenced Makhdoom in his first 

twenty years.  

 Chapter two, Transformation, examines Makhdoom’s entry into adulthood, his 

literary and political beginnings and the financial and educational struggles he 

experienced that would prove formative in his personal development. It examines the 

effects of the global economic crisis on Hyderabad, and the state of the nationalist and 

progressive literary movements during the 1930s. This chapter also inquires into the 

nature of Makhdoom’s relationship to his family during his adult life, his attitudes 

towards religion, and other aspects of his personality.  

 Chapter three, The Zenith Underground, addresses Makhdoom’s experiences 

throughout the 1940s. The trade union, Telangana peasant and nationalist movements all 

climaxed during this time. Makhdoom spent most of this decade living underground or in 

prison. The experiences of these movements, as well as World War II and Partition 

affected Makhdoom’s political work, his poetry and his personal life in indelible ways.  

 Chapter four, Twilight, ends the biography with the chronicling of Makhdoom’s 

advanced years and his death. This last chapter also looks at the ways in which 
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Makhdoom’s life and works have been commemorated. All of these chapters will ground 

this biographical narrative in the historic and literary context of the times.  

 Finally, the biography will conclude by summing up the basic historical questions 

presented by the historical context as well as Makhdoom’s poetry: the question of 

Makhdoom as an organic intellectual as well as exploration of his literary aesthetic.  

 These questions prove particularly important at this historic moment. We are 

living through the degradation of the global biosphere and neo-imperialist wars and 

occupations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Palestine are being waged in the name of a wealthy 

minority. Most recently, a global crisis of the capitalist system, the worst since the time 

of Makhdoom’s youth, is ravaging the working classes of even the developed world. For 

those of us in the academy, this struggle hits home in a very personal way, as the profit 

motive strengthens its grip on the university and public education budgets are being 

gutted by the state. The humanities are the first to go during these times, when literature 

programs cannot be justified in the name of profits or in the interest of US foreign policy. 

Academics and artists are needed now more than ever, not to merely intervene on the 

behalf of the oppressed and exploited, but to work with these classes in the struggle to 

preserve the transmission of the arts, marginalized peoples’ histories, and a challenging 

and edifying education for new generations.  

 The recent uprisings of early 2011 across North Africa and the Middle East have 

shown us that masses of people are again willing to take risks in the name of a new, just 

society. But we will not go far in these struggles without understanding our history, and 

what has made and broken the grassroots movements of the past. Makhdoom 
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Mohiuddin’s life and works are an inspirational example of what one man did in order to 

fight for his ideals. He was not content to be locked into the ivory tower, though a 

comfortable life as an academic intellectual and artist was within his grasp. He did not 

shy away from the masses of uneducated, hungry and deprived peoples. Instead, he took 

a hands-on approach to struggle. And yet he was a man who had appreciated and also 

mastered literary expressions of romance and beauty. He did not forget the delight of a 

beautiful poem, the power of humor, or the importance of compassion. Above all, it was 

this balance between the hard and soft places in life that made him an extraordinary man. 

An examination of his life and the times that he lived in may prove instructive to those of 

us who are interested in leaving behind a small legacy in the same vein as Makhdoom.  
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Chapter 1 Origins 1908-1929 

 

toor 

yeheeN kee tHee mohabbat ke sabaq kee ibtidaa meN ne 

yeheeN kee juraa’at-e izhaar-e harf-e mudaa meN ne 

yeheeN dekHe tHe ishwe naaz o andaaz-e heyaa meN ne 

yeheeN pehele sunee tHee dil dHaRakne kee sadaa meN ne 

 

yeheeN kHetoN meN paanee ke kinaare yaad he ab bHee 

 

diloN meN azdihaam-e aarzoo lab band rehete 

nazar se guftagoo hotee tHee dam ulfat ka bHarte tHe 

naa maatHe par shikan hotee naa jab tewar badalte tHe 

khuda bHee muskaraa deta tHaa jab ham peeyaar karte tHe 

 

yeheeN kHetoN meN paanee ke kinaare yaad he ab bHee 

 

woh kyaa aata ke goya dor meN jaam-e sharaab aata 

woh kyaa aata rangeelee raagnee rangeeN rabaab aata 

mujHe rangeeneeoN meN rangne woh rangeeN sahaab aata 

laboN kee me pilaane jHoomta mast-e shabaab ataa 

 

yeheeN kHetoN meN paanee ke kinaare yaad he ab bHee 

 

heyaa ke bojH se jab har qadam par laghzisheN hoteeN 

fazaa meN muntashir rangeeN badan kee larzisheN hoteeN  

rabaab-e dil ke taaroN meN musalsil jumbisheN hoteeN 

khifaa’e raaz kee purlutf baaham koshisheN hoteeN 

 

yeheeN kHetoN meN paanee ke kinaare yaad he ab bHee 
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bihe jaate tHe beTHe ishq ke zarreN safeene meN 

tammanaa’oN ka toofaaN karwaTeN letaa tHaa seene meN  

jo chHoo letaa meN is ko woh nihaa jaata paseene meN  

me’ do aatasha ke se maze aate tHe jeene meN 

 

yeheeN kHetoN meN paanee ke kinaare yaad he ab bHee 

 

balaa’e fikr-e farda ham se kosoN door hotee tHee 

suroor-e sarmadee se zindagee maamoor hotee tHee 

hamaaree khalvat-e maasoom rashk-e toor hotee tHee 

malak jHulaa jHulaate tHe ghazal khwaaN hoor hotee tHee 

 

yeheeN kHetoN meN paanee ke kinaare yaad he ab bHee 

 

naa ab woh khet baaqee heN naa woh aab-e rawaaN baaqee 

magar us esh-e rafta ka he ek dHundlaa nishaaN baaqi 

 

 

Mount Sinai 

 

It was right here that these lessons in love began for me 

The audacity to reveal these passionate words  

 came to me right here 

Right here, I first saw flirtation and the ways of coyness  

I first heard the call of the throbbing heart 

 right here 

 

In these very fields 

I remember the water’s shores  

Even now  
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In our hearts, a mob of desires  

 kept their lips sealed 

Conversations progressed through glances only 

 breaths would elevate our intimacy 

No wrinkles creasing foreheads  

 not when our expressions changed 

When we made love 

 even God would crack a smile 

 

In these very fields 

I remember the water’s shores  

Even now 

 

What is it that comes as if in orbit?  

 a goblet of wine  

What is it that comes?  

 a lively musical painted instrument 

I was dyed in colorfulness  

 that painted cloud comes 

Enraptured in drinking her lips’ wine,  

 an intoxicated youth comes 

 

In these very fields 

I remember the water’s shores  

Even now 

 

They flowed  

 reposed in love’s golden vessels 

In my chest  

 a storm of desires brewing 

Whosoever touched me  
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 I bathed in my sweat 

Give me wine.  

 the pleasure of existence came from its fire.  

 

In these very fields 

I remember the water’s shores  

Even now 

 

Calamity, anxieties of tomorrow  

 were miles away from us 

From eternal delight lives prospered 

Mount Sinai was envious of our innocent tryst12 

The angel of death swang on swings  

 the nymphs of paradise sang their ghazals 

 

In these very fields 

I remember the water’s shores  

Even now 

 

Now those fields no longer remain  

 those waters no longer flow 

But of that lost sweet life  

 one dim trace remains 

 

 -Makhdoom Mohiuddin13 

 

 

 

                                                
12 Mount Sinai is the reported site where God showed some of His divine light to Prophet Moses, and an 
important trope in Urdu devotional literature. 
13 Makhdoom, Bisaat-e-Raqs, 29.  
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Family of Origin 

 Abu Sayyid Mohammed Makhdoom Mohiuddin Khadri was born on February 4th, 

1908, in the Medak district of the Telangana region, in what is now the state of Andhra 

Pradesh.14 Although we can imagine Makhdoom’s egalitarian and communist beliefs 

would lead him to be somewhat skeptical of this practice, many of his biographers, in the 

tradition of tazkira15, begin their biographies with a chronicle of the noble lineage of 

Makhdoom’s family. He is reported to be descended from the sahaba (companion of the 

Prophet Mohammed) Hazrat Khwaja Abu Sayyid Khadri. Two of Makhdoom’s ancestors 

moved from Shahjahanabad, what is now the Old City in Delhi, to the Deccan through 

their service in the Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb’s army. They finally settled in the district 

of Medak, where his family was notable for their religiosity and learned status.16  

 Despite these distinguished origins, Makhdoom’s family was not particularly well 

off, especially in the two or three generations prior to Makhdoom’s birth. They originally 

made a living as small land cultivators, but it is unclear what their exact relationship was 

to the feudal land tenure system in place at this time. This system of land tenure will be 

explored in more depth in chapter four; suffice it to say here that it was an extremely 

complicated system, with lands ultimately held by the Nizam (the Muslim ruler of 

Hyderabad princely state) or by various classes of landlords.17 This ambiguity potentially 

places Makhdoom’s family in the position of peasant farmers. However, among the 

                                                
14 See page 23 for a map of Hyderabad State circa 1909.  
15 Genre of Urdu, and previously Persian, collected short biograpies of authors, poets, religious figures and 
other notable personalities.  
16 Shaz, Makhdoom, 16.  
17 Ibid., 16.   
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peasant class there was a great deal of stratification and some of the richer peasants 

employed landless agriculture laborers, and the exact class position of Makhdoom’s 

ancestors is unclear.  

 Makhdoom’s paternal grandfather began working for the tehsil (form of local 

government) and his son, Makhdoom’s father, followed in his footsteps.18 Makhdoom’s 

father passed away when Makhdoom was just five years old, and Makhdoom’s mother 

remarried shortly after, leaving Makhdoom in the care of his paternal uncle. Makhdoom 

was led to believe that his mother had also passed away, and did not know of her 

whereabouts until many years later. Raj Bahadour Gour, among others, notes that this 

early loss of his mother was influential in Makhdoom’s writing of later years.19 Gour also 

mentions that her remarriage indicates that Makhdoom’s family was more progressively 

minded than other families of the time period. While Islamic sunnat (examples taken 

from the life of the Prophet Muhammad) encourages widow remarriage, and the 

Prophet’s first wife Khadija was a widow, it was not widely practiced in the South Asian 

context and was one of the goals of the Islamic reform movement of the 19th century to 

increase its practice. Though Gour may be correct that Makhdoom’s family identified 

with the liberal values of these reform movements, the practice was considered taboo 

enough that Makhdoom was prevented from having a relationship with her mother after 

her remarriage.  

                                                
18 Ibid., 16.  
19 Alam, Remembering, 40.  
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 Despite the loss of his parents at an early age, Makhdoom found a strong father 

figure in his uncle, Bashiruddin. Bashiruddin was a generous man who took care of many 

relatives who had fallen on hard times, even though he did so at great cost to himself. He 

made no distinctions between these relations and his own immediate family, as might 

have been the case with other, harder men. He encouraged the whole family to eat 

together; a practice that was not particularly common for his time period and social 

milieu, as many patriarchs would prefer to eat without the presence of women or 

children. During these meals he would speak to his family about national and 

international contemporary political events. Makhdoom later remarked that he was most 

impressed by his uncle’s recounting of the Bolshevik revolution. He recalls his uncle 

saying that the whole of Russia was now able to eat at the same tablecloth. Makhdoom 

was awestruck by the feat of creating a tablecloth large enough to seat an entire country.20  

 Makhdoom respected his uncle a great deal and was very influenced by him. It is 

quite likely that Makhdoom’s political leanings stem from Bashiruddin. Bashiruddin 

admired the Bolshevik party and Lenin as a leader. He supported Mahatma Gandhi, as 

well as Maulana Mohammed Ali and Maulana Shaukat Ali. These two men, the Ali 

brothers, were leaders of the Khilafat movement, a pan-Islamic movement that in India 

became a player in the broader anti-colonial independence movement and was associated 

for a time with Gandhi’s Indian National Congress (Congress or INC).21 Bashiruddin was 

also sympathetic to the plight of peasants and workers, and was critical of the feudal 

                                                
20 Jafar, Makhdoom, 11-12.  
21 The political movements of the early twentieth century will be addressed in more detail later in this 
chapter. 
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system that imposed excessive taxes on the peasantry in order to fill the coffers of the 

Nizam.22  

 However, Makhdoom’s exposure to poverty and injustice was not merely 

theoretical. His uncle’s work required him to move from village to village, so Makhdoom 

attended school in many different parts of the Telangana region and in Hyderabad city. 

While Makhdoom himself did not hail from a wealthy family, during these years he was 

exposed to the dire poverty experienced by the lowest levels of the peasant castes in the 

countryside surrounding Hyderabad.23 Members of the peasant castes were required to 

provide vetti (free labor) to the doras (landlords) and any visiting officials from the 

Nizam’s state. They were subject to crippling taxes by the doras that were illegal under 

the laws of Hyderabad state, but with no oversight from the Nizam they had no recourse 

but to pay up. Loans from moneylenders usually had such outrageous terms that debts 

could not be repaid and would result in whatever small landholdings a peasant family 

might have had being confiscated. These families would thereafter work as agricultural 

wage laborers, with no access to the little stability gained by subsistence farming.24 The 

experience of witnessing the living conditions among the peasantry, combined with the 

political education provided by his uncle, engendered an interest in politics in Makhdoom 

but more importantly, a passion for justice and egalitarianism.25  

                                                
22 Jafar, Makhdoom, 13-14. 
23 Gour, Makhdoom, 3.  
24 See Thirumali, Inukonda. Against Dora and Nizam: People’s Movement in Telangana  1939-1948. (New 
Delhi: Kanishka Publishers, 2003.) 
25 Gour, 8. 
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 Makhdoom’s education began in the local madrasa and centered on religious 

studies, but under his uncle’s direction, he moved to a private school and focused on the 

humanities and sciences. Bashiruddin was a strict man, especially with regard to 

education. Makhdoom primarily studied in Urdu, but also learned Arabic well enough to 

read the Quran. His uncle supported him in studying Telugu at a local school set up under 

a tree next to a Hanuman mandir (Hindu temple). Makhdoom could eventually speak 

Telugu with relative ease. From a young age he became intimate with local villagers and 

understood something about their lives, which was useful for his activities later in life in 

the Telangana peasants’ movement. Makhdoom’s Telugu language skills and experience 

in the countryside allowed him to gain the trust and cooperation of peasants and workers 

much more easily than many other Muslim and/or urban dwelling participants in this 

movement.26  

 

Early Exposure to Literature 

 We now turn to the topic of Makhdoom’s early literary formation, particularly 

which authors exercised influence over him. However, that task requires a general 

understanding of the state of Urdu literature in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. In the nineteenth century, the Rebellion of 1857, or rather its failure to expel 

the British from South Asia, resulted in a shift from the administration of the British East 

India Company to the iron grip of the monarchical Empire. The status of north India’s 

Urdu poets was one of the casualties of that war. As their former patrons were no longer 
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in power, they had to turn to the British rulers for financial and institutional support. In 

order to gain that support, however, they had to divest their literary traditions of much 

that the British despised and try to emulate Victorian values. Azad and Hali are two of 

the most famous of these reformer poet-critics.27 In the realm of education and social 

commentary, Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan is known as one of the foremost reformers of 

Indian Muslim society. He attempted to bring Enlightenment values of modern science 

and philosophy into the teaching and practice of Islam.  He founded the Aligarh Muslim 

University, and the associated Aligarh movement.28  

 Makhdoom enjoyed reading from an early age. Among of the writers that he was 

drawn to were those associated with the Aligarh movement. For example, he read Abdul 

Halim Sharar’s novels with great zeal. Makhdoom was not allowed to read novels in the 

home, so he would enjoy them surreptitiously.29 Sharar began his literary career as a 

journalist, and a journalistic approach in his turn to romance and historical fiction. Sharar 

was influenced by Sayyid Ahmed Khan and the Aligarh movement and was convinced of 

the need to reform Islam and Muslim society. He was critical of the system of purdah 

(the practice of veiling and seclusion of women) and found himself clashing with more 

conservative forces in Muslim intellectual circles.30   

                                                
27 For a comprehensive history and analysis on these events, see Frances Pritchett, Nets of Awareness: 
Urdu Poetry and its Critics, (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994.)   
28 See David Lelyveld Aligarh’s First Generation: Muslim Solidarity in British India. (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2003.) 
29 Jafar, Makhdoom, 10.  
30 Sadiq, Mohammed, A History of Urdu Literature, (London: Oxford University Press, 1964), 339.  
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 Other literary figures that influenced Makhdoom in his youth were Shibli Nomani 

and Premchand.31 Shibli Nomani was a historian who was staunchly anti-colonial and 

supported a pan-Islamist ideology. He wrote a significant number of historical studies 

and Urdu literary theory. Nomani wrote poetry and essays in which he condemned the 

victory of Western powers over Turkey in the Balkan wars, and the 1913 damage to the 

Kanpur Mosque by British colonial urban renewal projects. However, his pan-Islamism 

took on a secular tone, and he was attracted to the Congress rather than the reformist 

Islam linked with Sayyid Ahmed. Nomani is associated with the tradition of Islamic 

rationalists.32  

 Premchand is like Makhdoom in that he experienced Indian life away from the 

urban centers of privilege and wealth in his youth. Makhdoom also shared Premchand’s 

willingness to sacrifice his own personal comfort for a broader societal aim. Premchand 

began to support Gandhi and the Non-Cooperation movement in 1920, which demanded 

a nonviolent boycott of British commercial ventures and governmental institutions. He 

sacrificed his job as Deputy Inspector of Schools for the British colonial government in 

order to comply with the aims of the nationalist campaign. From that time onwards, he 

struggled to make a living as a writer.33 Premchand was by no means a one-dimensional 

writer, but he is well known for his sympathetic and yet realistic portrayal of the Indian 
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32 Sadiq, A History, 283.  
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peasantry.34  He is regarded as one of the forefathers of Progressive literature in South 

Asia.  

 As was expected of all educated individuals of his time, Makhdoom made an 

effort to memorize the poetry of some of Urdu’s greatest writers; Dagh Dehlvi and Amir 

Minai are two that he particularly relished. These poets were also two of the many who 

found themselves drawn to Hyderabad throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; 

others in their camp included Josh Malihabadi (the self-named Poet of the Revolution), 

Fani Badayuni and Yagana Changezi.35 Dagh is one of Urdu poetry’s greatest poets; he 

wrote mostly ghazals. His early interest in ghazals may have led Makhdoom to write 

primarily ghazals much later in his life, as well as the privileged position that the ghazal 

genre enjoyed in the world of Urdu literature. Makhdoom also became proficient in Farsi 

at this time and read the classic texts associated with a Farsi language education, 

including as Ferdousi’s Shahnama and the Divan of Hafiz.36 Makhdoom did not begin to 

write the nazms (lyric poetry) that he is famous for until 1933.37 Once Makhdoom began 

writing, though, Hyderabad proved to be a site of cultural, historical and political 

importance that did much to nurture his art. We will turn now to a brief history of the 

Hyderabad princely state.  
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36 Jafar, Makhdoom, 13.  
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Hyderabad: Princely State, Demography and Economy 

  The state of Hyderabad in place at Makhdoom’s birth began its evolution 

approximately 500 years ago under the rule of the Quli Qutb Shahs. The region became 

part of the Mughal Empire in the 1680s. As the Mughal Empire began to lose its hold on 

its possessions in the eighteenth century, Asif Jah, a Mughal official, took control of the 

state of Hyderabad and declared himself the Nizam. The Nizam instituted a hereditary 

succession of rule and in 1798 entered into a formal relationship with the British East 

India Company as a princely state, meaning that it was sovereign in name and not directly 

administrated by the British, but still subject to intervention by the colonial forces. 

Hyderabad was the largest of these princely states and as such managed to retain some 

control over its internal affairs for most of its existence. However, culturally Hyderabad 

retained its own cultural, social and political identity throughout the period of British 

colonial rule. The Nizam was unseated in 1948 and Hyderabad was absorbed into the 

newly independent India. After some years, state lines were redrawn to form the current 

state of Andhra Pradesh.38  

 Makhdoom lived in Hyderabad state at a time when the population was booming. 

The number of people in the state nearly doubled between 1881 and 1951, from 9.8 

million to 18.7 million.39  In the 1901 census, Hyderabad city is recorded as having a 

                                                
38 For a general history of Hyderabad State from the perspective of its rulers, see Narendra Luther, 
Hyderabad: A Biography, (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006).  
39 Rao, C.V. Subba, Hyderabad: The Social Context of Industrialisation, 1875-1948, (New Delhi: Orient 
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population of about 450,000 people. The census negotiated the difficulty of lumping 

various castes into the dichotomy of Hindu-Muslim by recording information for 21 

different castes. However, overall the general “Hindu” population was estimated to be 

88.6 percent of the state, while Muslims numbered 10.4 percent.40 In terms of linguistic 

communities, in 1901, 46 percent of the population spoke Telugu, 26 percent Marathi, 14 

percent Kanarese and 10 percent Urdu/Hindustani. Although the population boom itself 

would lead to social unrest, the potential for unrest was exacerbated by a wave of 

famines, plague and cholera in the late nineteenth century, as well as a devastating flood 

in September of 1908, the year of Makhdoom’s birth.41  

 Modern industrialization came to Hyderabad state in the 1870s. In the first fifty 

years, an infrastructure was developed that would bolster the establishment of private and 

public projects years later. Railways were laid, coalmines were founded and power 

generation began in earnest. The Public Works Department of Hyderabad state placed 

great emphasis on irrigation projects, which facilitated the beginning of the transition 

from feudal agrarian structures to commercial crops, further intensifying the 

proletarianization of the peasantry described above. After World War II, Hyderabad state 

formed a department to provide institutional support to private industrial projects. They 

also made forays into modernizing their banking system and wresting it from the grip of 

moneylenders.42 The transition from a feudal agrarian structure to commercial crop 

production is reflected in the proletarianization of the lower strata of the peasantry. The 
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growing pangs of this transition from feudalism to capitalism can be seen in the 

increasing number of labor struggles in Hyderabad’s factories in mills, beginning in the 

early 1920s and continuing through the next few decades. Makhdoom himself was 

heavily involved in the labor movement of Hyderabad (examined in depth in chapter 

three). 

   

The Indian Nationalist Movement and World War II 

 By the time of Makhdoom’s birth, Indian nationalist tendencies had existed for 

several decades. The Indian National Congress had been at the forefront of the Indian 

nationalist struggle since 1885. In the nineteenth century, Congress advocated a liberal 

ideology and reaffirmed its commitment to British colonial authority. They limited their 

activity to increasing participation by Indians in the colonial state apparatus. However, by 

1900 a radical wing of Congress emerged, associated most famously with the militant 

revolutionary Bal Gangadhar Tilak, and within ten years sections of Congress swung to 

the left and began to demand swaraj (self-rule).43 Congress’s internal power dynamics 

would be marked by a conflict between its right and left wings until Independence in 

1947.44  

 From the beginning, the Indian National Congress was a conglomeration of 

assorted political tendencies and ethnic-religious groups. Gandhi, with his emphasis on 

national unity over class struggle, led what Communists such as Makhdoom would come 
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to see as the right wing of Congress. Jawaharlal Nehru, who placed much emphasis on 

socialism in his younger days before embracing a bourgeois national government, led the 

liberal wing of Congress in the 1920s.45 The Khilafat movement, mentioned above, 

placed itself under the rubric of Congress in 1920. The relationship, however, did not last 

long. Other religious nationalist organizations such as the Muslim League, formed in 

1906, and the Hindu Mahasabha, founded in 1915, emerged and played a role in 

polarizing the anti-colonial Independence movement along communal lines. These two 

groups demanded national states wherein Muslims and Hindus, respectively, would be 

given political, economic and social supremacy. 46    

 However, international events during the years around Makhdoom’s birth 

changed many Indian nationalists’ ideas regarding the possibilities for their struggle 

against the British. Most notable of these events was the Japanese victory over Russian 

forces in 1904-05, which demonstrated the capacity of Asians to militarily overpower a 

European enemy. The subsequent Young Turk revolution of 1908-09, the Persian 

nationalist movement of 1910, and the Chinese revolution of 1911 further pressed upon 

Indian nationalists not only the necessity, but also the possibility, of similarly successful 

uprisings taking place in British colonial India.47  

 When World War I began in 1914, the British empire expected Indians to be 

solidly behind them. Most of the Indian army was called for service overseas. While a 
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majority of the Indian ruling elite did indeed support a role in the war effort, it was 

portentous that in the Indian Rebellion of 1857 refusing to serve in military campaigns 

abroad was one main demand of the “mutineering” sepoys. This history had not been 

erased from the burgeoning Indian national consciousness. All together, 800,000 Indians 

were enlisted as combatants and another 400,000 as noncombatants.48 The forces finally 

coming home in 1919 experienced a mixing of Indian classes which lead to a forging of 

national identity, as well as confidence in their own abilities as a fighting force.  The 

return to India to their positions as second-class citizens under the British Empire put into 

sharp relief the sacrifices they had made for the Empire versus the deprivation caused by 

their low status.  

 In part due to the World War I experience, it was at this time that nationalism 

spread from a limited number of party activists to a movement with a mass character.49 

This dynamic is analogous to what Algerians experienced after fighting for the French in 

World War II and the experiences of African-Americans fighting in WWII in segregated 

battalions. They lost lives during the war and were scarred by their experiences, but knew 

that they had played an important role in defending the interests of the imperial or ruling 

classes. Yet they returned home to a racism that ranged from a lack of economic 

opportunities to the denial of dignity and self-determination. This experience had such an 

impact on the consciousness of these oppressed peoples that it played a huge role in the 

development of the civil rights and black power movements in the United States in the 
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1950s and 60s as well as the Algerian revolution of 1954.50 A parallel experience can be 

said to have happened in South Asia after World War I with the renewed strength 

experienced by the anti-colonial movement.  

 Of course, beyond the subjective nature of national consciousness, the material 

conditions of the British Empire were giving at the seams. Many British were called 

away from India at this time to aid in the war effort, leaving their position vulnerable to 

nationalist attacks. Many Indians had witnessed the divisions among European states and 

understood that strained relations between colonizers would not help the British to 

maintain their domination over South Asia.51 It was also after World War I that Gandhi 

entered the national scene, and was able to mobilize the uneducated peasantry as well as 

unite them with a Westernized elite class under Indian nationalism.  

 Importantly, the Russian Revolution occurred during World War I as well. We 

have seen that Makhdoom was himself influenced by this event at a young age, a sign of 

the shape his life was to take in the future. Indians already involved in anti-imperialist 

struggles, of whom M.N. Roy is the most prominent figure, looked to the Bolshevik Party 

as a potential source of support for their activities.52 However, not only were Indians 

interested in the stated aims of the Communists, but the Russian Communists saw India 

as a powerful tool in threatening British empire, thereby weakening their greatest 
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obstacle to spreading Communist revolution across the globe.53 The growth of the Third 

Communist International (Comintern), in which M.N. Roy played an instrumental role, 

provided Indian nationalists with opportunities to wage their struggles with the support of 

players in the international political arena.  

  

Conclusion 

 Important events swept across South Asia and the world in the first three decades 

of the twentieth century. Makhdoom was exposed to these events through his uncle’s 

tutelage and the essays, novels and poems that he picked up on his own. Though the 

conditions of the oppressed classes in the Hyderabad state of Makhdoom’s youth 

remained relatively quiet in terms of resistance movements, this changed rapidly as he 

finished his matriculation (high school diploma) and moved to Hyderabad city in order to 

enroll in an undergraduate program. During the next ten years, as the nationalist 

movement heightened, Makhdoom was transformed into a prized Urdu poet and active 

participant in the international struggle for social, political and economic justice.  
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Chapter 2 Expanding Horizons 1929-1941 

 
 
mustaqbal 
 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
 
 dHarakte diloN kee sadaa aa rahaa he 
 andHere meN aawaaz-e paa aa rahaa he 
 bulaata he ko’ee nida aa rahee he 
 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
 
 naa sultaanee’e teeragi he naa zaaree 
 naa takht-e sulemaaN naa sarmaayadaaree 
 ghareeboN kee cheekheN naa shaahee sawaaree 
 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
 
 uraata huwa parcham-e zindagaanee 
 sunaata huwa ahed-e no kee kihaanee 
 jilo meN zafarmandeeaaN shaadmaanee 
 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
 
 safeena masaawaat ka kHe rahaa he 
 jawaanoN se qurbaaneeoN le rahaa he 
 ghulaamoN ko azaadeeaaN de rahaa he 
 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
chalaa aa rahaa he chalaa aa rahaa he 
 
 _____________________________ 
 
khalwat-e rangeeN meN bHee Dasta he yooN dunya ka haal 
jese peete waqt bHooke baal bachoN ka kheyaal 
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The Future 
 

It is approaching. 
It is approaching.  
 
 The call of hearts hammering is coming near.  
 In the darkness the sound of footsteps is moving closer.  
 The cry of an anonymous voice is moving closer.  
 
It is approaching. 
It is approaching.  
 
 It is not the darkness of empire nor it’s wailing, 
 not the throne of Solomon nor the exploiters, 
 nor the screams of the masses upon which kings are mounted. 
 
It is approaching. 
It is approaching.  
 
 It is the flying of the flag of the living, 
 the heralded story of a new age 
 accompanied by victorious rejoicing. 
 
It is approaching. 
It is approaching.  
 
 The ship of equality is sailing, 
 demanding sacrifices from the youth, 
 granting freedom to the slaves.  
 
It is approaching. 
It is approaching.  
 
 __________________________ 
 
Even in the colorful meeting, a snake bite. This is the state of the world.  
Just as when the time comes to drink, we turn to thoughts of hungry children. 54 
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Economic Crisis 

 The year 1929 marked a new period in Makhdoom’s life, as he came of age and 

acquired a newfound independence. That same year also brought with it the Great 

Depression, which originated with a stock market crash in the United States, and would 

eventually make itself felt around the world. The economic condition of the majority of 

Indians was already unstable. In the 1920s, the Indian population grew from 305 to 338 

million, but food production stagnated and food prices fell. The peasant classes were 

wrenched into even more dire living conditions than before. All government support for 

agriculture was directed towards profit-driven commercial crops, hence benefiting the 

capitalist and landlord classes and not the peasantry.55 The 1923 doubling of the British 

tax on salt, which crippled the poorest classes, provoked widespread resentment and the 

eventual outbreak of the Salt Satyagraha, a civil disobedience movement, in 1930.56 “The 

combination of nationalist agitation and widespread industrial unrest and strikes, which 

reached their peak in 1928-29, diminished the flow of capital to India and brought 

economic development to a standstill,” further plunging the Indian economy into crisis.57  

 In Hyderabad, commercial oilseed production had been an important export 

industry since the early part of the 20th century.58 60 percent of the cotton produced in 

Hyderabad was also exported. These two export industries integrated Hyderabad into the 

world market, and made the region rather more vulnerable to the global economic 
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crisis.59 The depression hit Hyderabad with full force in 1932.60 This prolonged economic 

crisis and the concomitant nationalist and labor movements shaped many of the formative 

experiences that Makhdoom had in his twenties.  

 

Educational and Financial Troubles 

 In 1929, Makhdoom was 21 years old and had just successfully completed his 

matriculation. The practice for most boys in his position was to continue their education 

in an undergraduate degree program. Makhdoom’s Uncle Bashiruddin, however, could 

not longer afford Makhdoom’s school fees and living expenses, and he instructed 

Makhdoom to look for work. Makhdoom was sent to work for a man who quickly 

recognized the dormant potential of his intellectual gifts. The man believed that 

Makhdoom’s development would be stunted if he stayed in an unstimulating job and 

suggested that Makhdoom pursue higher education. Though Bashiruddin was no longer 

able to support him, Makhdoom found one relative in Hyderabad to live with and another 

who was willing to pay his school fees. He enrolled at Osmania University in 1929, 

majoring in Farsi and economics.61  

 Makhdoom quickly reached a stumbling block when he failed his religious studies 

course in his first year of school and could not advance in the program. This failure was 

not due to any deficiency of Makhdoom’s intelligence. Rather he lacked interest in this 

required religious studies course and missed more than half his classes. During the 
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classes Makhdoom did attend, the knowledge he retained from a formal education in 

madrasas along with his brashness caused him to constantly question and argue with the 

professor. Makdoom’s professor cited his low attendance as a reason to bar him from 

taking the final examination, and he was faced with the prospect of reporting to his 

relatives that he had squandered a year of their financial support.62  

 Makhdoom could not tolerate such humiliation. He left his relative’s house 

immediately, but had no money and no prospects for work. He spent his days wandering 

the streets looking for employment and his nights sleeping on the floor of a local masjid. 

Makhdoom soon began the first of what would turn out to be a series of odd jobs. He was 

employed by an illiterate nawab who wanted to write love letters to an Anglo-Indian 

woman but lacked a sufficient command of English. He hired Makhdoom to write the 

letters for him. This exercise forced Makhdoom to master the art of letter writing, as well 

as developing fluency in English. He found himself turning to the great artists of English 

and Western literature for inspiration and guidance and stumbled upon Goethe, the 

eighteenth century German writer and polymath.63 Due to this experience, Makhdoom 

was inspired to write his first public literary work, an article entitled “Love Letters of 

Goethe” which was published in Maktaba, a local Urdu magazine in the early 1940s.64  

 Makhdoom eventually took on other small jobs. He sold very expensive mineral 

pots (used for water filtration) on the street for a small commission. Makhdoom could 

barely cover the cost of his food, and found one day that he was completely out of 
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money. The strong sense of self-reliance and pride that Makhdoom appeared to be 

developing did not allow him to take loans from friends in order to eat. He went 48 hours 

without food until finally turning up at a relative’s house where the householder’s 

daughter saw that Makhdoom was nearly starving and quickly made him a meal. This 

young woman, Rabia, would eventually become his wife.65  

 Makhdoom and a friend decided to set up a small business for themselves, rather 

than working for others. Makhdoom was able to procure some start-up capital from a 

relative. Makhdoom and his partner rented a room and machinery and began to produce 

framed reproductions of famous paintings. They pushed a cart around the city streets 

hawking their wares. However, the enterprise proved very unpopular and Makhdoom was 

again at risk of losing everything. He eventually found that people were much more 

interested in purchasing pictures of film actors. They changed their business to meet this 

greater demand and were able to make a small profit.66 Eventually, though, Makhdoom 

ceased even this profitable venture due to his embarrassment of selling such trivial items 

in public.67  

 

Literary and Political Beginnings 

 Soon Makhdoom encountered a spurt of good luck and began working as a 

translator in a small firm and as a part time tutor.68 He met a patron who was willing to 
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finance his return to school, and paid for his tuition, room and board in a hostel, and daily 

expenses. Makhdoom entered into a rare period in his life when the absence of financial 

stress allowed him to thrive and develop into a budding literary and political figure.69 

However, Makhdoom’s first hand experience of poverty and rapid downward mobility 

never left him, and foreshadowed the instability he would experience for much of his 

adult life.  

 Makhdoom re-enrolled in the Bachelor’s degree program at Osmania, this time 

adding Urdu to his main subjects. He studied with the Urdu language reformer Maulvi 

Abdul Haq.70 Abdul Haq was known as the Father of Urdu due to his advocacy for the 

preservation of the Urdu language. He made his way from his alma mater of Aligarh 

Muslim University to Hyderabad, in part because of Osmania’s status as the only Urdu-

medium university in India; which afforded him greater opportunities to work on the 

translation, literary criticism and linguistics of Urdu. He was also the founder of the 

quarterly journal Urdu, a project of the Anjuman-e-Taraqqi-e-Urdu.71 Abdul Haq would 

eventually be involved in the creation and ideological development of the All-India 

PWA.72  

 Makhdoom also studied with Dr. Mohiuddin Qadri Zor, an eminent scholar of 

Urdu, who roused Makhdoom’s dormant love of writing. Makhdoom completed his 

Bachelor’s degree in 1935, and went on to complete his Master’s degree in Urdu, with a 
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focus on drama. Due to Dr. Zor’s encouragement and institutional support, shortly after 

graduating from the Bachelor’s program Makhdoom published a book on Rabindranath 

Tagore, entitled Tagore and His Poetry. The book became very popular in Hyderabad at 

the time, which was seen as a response both to the attention Tagore commanded in the 

mid-30s as well as Makhdoom’s literary skills. 73  

 Makhdoom clearly had a high regard for Tagore, and the latter’s poetry had a 

deep impact on him. Tagore was born into a wealthy and illustrious Bengali family in 

Calcutta. Tagore’s father was a major player in the Brahmo Samaj, a Hindu reformist 

movement led by Ram Mohan Roy. Tagore wrote non-fiction and fiction, poetry, plays, 

and was also a composer and a painter. He was thrust into unprecedented international 

celebrity in 1913 when English translations of his work were “discovered” in London. He 

was applauded for rejecting classical Bengali literary forms and firing the opening salvo 

of modernism and realism in Bengali literature.74 He initially supported the AIPWA from 

a distance, but openly endorsed it in 1936 and publicly lamented his previous separation 

from openly political projects.75 Tagore is best known for his poetry.  

 Makhdoom’s first poem is widely reported to be Peela Dushaala (The Yellow 

Shawl) written in 1933.76 The poem tells the humorous story of a fellow student who was 

fond of a yellow shawl and wore it frequently. During a period of hazing in the Osmania 

University hostels, the yellow shawl was stolen and the student responded with deep 
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anxiety. The poem subsequently became very popular with Makhdoom’s fellow students 

and later throughout Hyderabad.77  

 In 1934, Makhdoom wrote Toor (Mount Sinai), his first widely popular poem. A 

friend of his sent the poem to the magazine Aywaan without Makhdoom’s knowledge, 

and the editor and well-known literary critic Majnu Gorakhpuri published it. The poem 

was best remembered for the line, “When we made love even God cracked a smile.” It 

was in this circuitous manner that Makhdoom became a published poet.78 Makhdoom 

wrote his first poem with explicit political themes, Baaghi (The Rebel) in 1934 as well. 

Baaghi was an adaptation of Nazrul Islam’s Bengali poem of the same name, Bidrohi.79 

Nazrul Islam was a revolutionary poet both in terms of content and aesthetic form. He 

borrowed words as well as meter and literary forms from Arabic and Persian in his 

Bengali poetry, against the criticisms of Bengali language purists.80 

 

baaghi 

 

raad hooN barq hooN bechen hooN paara hooN meN  

khud parastaar, khud aagaa, khud aara hooN meN  

gardan-e zulm-e kaTe jis se woh aara hooN meN 

khirman-e jor jalaa de woh sharaaraa hooN meN 

 meree faryaad pe ehl-e duwal angusht beh gosh 

 laa, tabar, khoon ka dareeya meN nahaane de mujHe 
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sar-e pur nakhwat-e arbaab-e zabaaN toRooN ga 

shor-e naala se dar-e arz o samaaN toRooN ga  

zulm parwar, rosh-e ehl-e jahaaN toRooN ga 

ishrat aabaad-e imaarat ka makaaN toRooN ga 

 toR DaalooN ga meN zanjeer-e aseeraan-e qafas 

 dahr ko panja’e usrat se chHaraane de mujHe 

 

barq ban kar but-e maazee ko giraane de mujHe 

rasam-e kohna ko teh-e khaak milaane de mujHe 

tifarqe mazhab o millat ke mitaane de mujHe 

khwaab-e farda ko bas ab haal banaane de mujHe 

 aag hooN aag hooN haN ek dehaktee hoo’ee aag 

 aag hooN aag bas ab aag lagaane de mujHe 

  

Rebel 

 

Thunder, lightening, restless, an axe. I am all of t hese.  

Selfish, Self-aware, Self-adorning am I.  

Slit throats of tyrants- it is from these that I am adorned.  

Tyranny's hearth ignited. I am that spark. 

 Upon hearing my plea the rich have sealed their ears. 

 Bring my hatchet. Bathe me in a sea of blood.  

 

The landlords, their heads filled with pride- I will destroy them. 

With the sounds of lamentation, a wall between us and wealth- I will destroy it.  

Nourisher of cruelties, the ways of people of the world- I will destroy it.  

The glee, the homes of the rulers- I will destroy them. 

 I will destroy completely the chains of the prisoners of this cage, this world.  

 I will liberate this world with the paws of poverty. 

 

I will become lightening to strike the idols of old. 
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I will bury ancient rituals with layers of dust and clay. 

I will destroy religion's dischord and its followers. 

Stop dreaming of tomorrow. Now I will make the world of which we dreamed a reality. 

 I am fire. I am fire. Yes, one consumed with rage.  

 I am fire. I am fire. Stop dreaming now. I will light the world on fire.81  

 

 During this period Makhdoom came under the influence of the romantic poets 

Akhtar Sheerani and Hasrat Mohani. Akhtar Sheerani was influenced by English poets 

like Shelley, Byron and Keats, and he was one of the poets who brought the English 

romantic aesthetic of natural poetry into Urdu poetry, in the footsteps of Azad and Hali. 82 

Hasrat Mohani fell the romantic literary school as well, but he was one of the few who 

crossed into the world of Progressive literature by his active role in both the Indian 

nationalist movement as well as one of the early members of the CPI and the AIPWA.83 

Mohani set an example for the kind of poet that Makhdoom was to eventually become; 

one who could effectively straddle (though not necessarily combine) both the romantic 

and progressive literary aesthetics.  

  Makhdoom kept extraordinarily busy and participated in outdoor extracurricular 

activities. He soon stumbled into acting and play writing and was initially very successful 

at both. He first starred in an Ishtiaq Husain play, JuRwaan Bhai (Twin Brother). 
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Makhdoom’s talent for acting was very well received, and he began to participate in 

student theatre productions at Osmania University.84  

 Every year the students of Osmania University put on a play by a famous Urdu 

playwright. In 1935, however, Makhdoom decided to try his hand at writing. An English 

professor recommended an adaptation of Bernard Shaw’s play Widowers’ Houses.85 

Makhdoom translated and adapted the play into the colloquial Deccani dialect, calling it 

Hosh ka Nakhun. The play follows a young man, Shamshad who is engaged to be 

married. But when he finds that his future father-in-law makes a living as a slumlord, he 

wants his fiancé to cut off ties with her father. She refuses and the engagement is called 

off. However, the plot turns when the audience finds that Shamshad makes a living in a 

similarly corrupt fashion. In the end, though, Shamshad is unable to reconcile with his 

fiancé.86 The play was very popular and drew an audience of over 2,000 of the residents 

of the city of Hyderabad. Rabindranath Tagore himself happened to be in Hyderabad at 

the time and was in attendance. He personally praised Makhdoom and his fellow 

dramatists, and invited Makhdoom to come study with him in Bengal after the 

completion of his Bachelor’s degree.87  

 After this Makhdoom increased the challenge to himself by setting out to write an 

original one-act play. He called it Murshid, after the main character, and played the lead 

                                                
84 Jafar, Makhdoom, 18.  
85 Ibid., 19.  
86 Shaz, Makhdoom, 280-3. 
87 Jafar, Makhdoom, 19.  



 xlvii 

role himself.88 The play contains the themes of forbidden love as well as revolutionary 

political activity popular among students at the time.89 Because of his growing notoriety 

from his other theatrical productions, various notable personalities from Hyderabad come 

to see Murshid.90 Due to these dramatic successes, Makhdoom was welcomed into the 

circle of artists and intellectuals who gravitated around Sarojini Naidu, a Hyderabadi 

woman known as the Nightingale of India for her poetry.  

 Sarojini Naidu was also a nationalist activist. She was a brilliant orator and the 

first woman President of the Indian National Congress, elected in 1925.91 Makhdoom 

spent a great deal of time during this period at her home, known as the Golden Threshold, 

(named after Naidu’s first collection of poems,) and participated in discussions on literary 

and political questions.92 He became quite close to Naidu and she thought highly of 

him.93 He met Nehru through her during this time period. It was at the height of the 

nationalist Non-Cooperation movement, and Nehru’s outspokenness on socialism 

aroused Makhdoom’s interest in Marxism.94 Makhdoom mentioned later that the example 

of Subhas Chandra Bose, a left-wing member of Congress who eventually left due to 

ideological clashes with Gandhi, also led him to Marxism.95 Nehru and Bose were both 

members of the INC who found themselves in the left wing socialist tendency of 

Congress. In 1934, through these connections, Makhdoom started up a Marxism study 
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circle with one of Sarojini Naidu’s children, Dr. Jayasurya Naidu, as well as Akhtar 

Hassan, Sibte Hasan, and J.V. Narsing Rao.96 Of this circle, Sibte Hassan, who was then 

the assistant editor of the Hyderabadi magazine Payaam, would later become a well-

known member of the Pakistani PWA.97 Akhter Hassan and J.V. Narsing Rao went on to 

work closely with Makhdoom in their activities as members of the Communist Party.   

 These events mark the beginning of Makhdoom’s identification with Marxist and 

Communist political ideologies. However, he was brought to revolutionary politics not 

only because of this political study, but through literature as well. Makhdoom was 

influenced by Mohammed Iqbal and Josh Malihabadi, Urdu poets who in their own ways 

inspired the Progressive school in Indian literature.98 Iqbal, known as the spiritual father 

of Pakistan, was both a poet and an intellectual. Josh is known as Shaa’ir-e-Inqilaab, or 

the Poet of the Revolution. Josh worked at Osmania University in 1925, but fell out of the 

good graces of the Nizam for writing a poem critical of his rule and was forced to leave 

the region.99 Josh was involved in the formation of the Progressive Writers Association. 

Iqbal also gave his support to the PWA when it was in its initial stages.100 Iqbal and Josh 

are examples of poets who were able to combine their social and political convictions 

with great literary skill.  

 Makhdoom’s final theatre production, Phool Ban, was an adaptation of Anton 

Chekhov’s Cherry Orchards. Chekhov was a Russian short-story writer and playwright 
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who engineered the stream-of-consciousness writing method, later popularized in English 

by James Joyce and other modernist writers. Cherry Orchards was Chekhov’s last play, 

written in 1904, and focused on the decline of the Russian aristocracy and the emerging 

bourgeoisie’s inability to find historical meaning. Makhdoom’s staging of the play was 

notable for reportedly being the first play in Hyderabad where a woman, Sarojini Naidu’s 

daughter Lila Mani, performed on stage.101 However, the play was not received well by 

the public and Makhdoom became discouraged from continuing to pursue theatre. He 

turned instead to his increasing political activities.102 It is possible, though, that it was the 

social and political message of the play that led to its poor reception, rather than any 

literary or dramatic failures on Makhdoom’s part. Makhdoom may have also recognized 

this fact, but perhaps was looking for a literary medium in which he could express his 

developing political beliefs while simultaneously finding a warm reception. He was 

relatively more successful at gaining an audience for his poetry, and of course, it was a 

genre that, in terms of time and effort, did not interfere nearly as much with his newfound 

political organizing.   

 In 1936, Makhdoom graduated with a Master’s degree in Urdu literature. He spent 

two years looking for a job that would make use of his education. Payaam, Sibte Hasan’s 

magazine, gave Makhdoom part time work. He was also able to get work at other 

newspapers and began working in the Hyderabad records office. Makhdoom applied for a 

position in the Urdu department at Osmania University, but was turned down after an 
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interview with the Vice Chancellor Qazi Mohammed Hussain. Hussain attributed 

Makhdoom’s devil-may-care attitude as the reason for not giving him the job, but 

affirmed his belief that Makhdoom was a talented poet. Finally, in 1939, Makhdoom 

received a position as a lecturer in Urdu literature at the City College of Hyderabad.103  

 Makhdoom was well-loved by his students, but, truth be told, he spent very little 

time lecturing and a great deal of time reciting poetry, often his own. He would also 

initiate political conversations and debates in the classroom. Occasionally, like the 

occasion upon which Makhdoom wrote the poem AndHera (Darkness), he came to class 

completely silent, and passed the entire hour in deep thought, seemingly unaware of the 

presence of his students. The next day, his students demanded to hear the poem he had so 

obviously been composing, and he recited it to them.104  

 

andHera 

 

raat ke haatH meN ek kasah daryoozagaree  

yeh chamakte hoo’e taare yeh damakta hoo’a chaand 

bHeek ke noor meN maange ke ujaale meN magan 

yehee malboos-e aroosee he yehee in ka kafan 

is andHere meN woh marte hoo’e jisamoN kee karaah 

woh azaazeel ke kutoN kee kameeN gaah 

“woh tehzeeb ke zakham”  

khandaqeN  

baaRH ke taar 

baaRH ke taaroN meN uljHe hoo’e insaanoN ke jisam  
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or insaanoN ke jismoN peh woh beTHe hoo’e gidH 

woh taRakhte hoo’e sar 

meyateN haat kaTee paa’oN kaTee 

laash ke DHaNche ke is paar se us paar tilak 

sard hoo’a  

nohah o naala o faryaad kunaaN 

shab ke sunaaTe meN rone kee sadaa 

kabHee bachoN kee kabHee maa’oN kee 

chaand ke taaroN ke maatam kee sadaa 

raat ke maatHe peh aazurdah sitaaroN kee hujoom 

sirf khoorsheed-e darakhshaaN ke nikalne tak he 

 raat ke paas andHere ke siwaa kuchH bHee neHeeN   

 raat ke paas andHere ke siwaa kuchH bHee neHeeN  

 

In the hands of night, one beggar’s bowl 

These flashing stars, this glistening moon 

Content with the light of charity, in borrowed sunshine 

This very bridal garment, this very thing is its shroud 

In this darkness the cries of those dying bodies 

Those dogs of Satan’s place of ambush 

That civilization’s wound 

Ditches 

Volleys of stars 

Men’s bodies entangled in volleys of stars 

And upon men’s bodies, those sitting vultures 

That splitting head 

Corpses, cut hands, cut feet 

Skeletons from this shore to the other, brows marked red 

It’s become cold 

Lamentation and gutters and plea making 

In the silence of night, the call of wailing 
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Sometimes of children, at times, of mothers 

The cry of lamentation of the heavens 

On night’s forehead a mob of uneasy stars 

They have only until the brilliance of the sun emerges 

 Nothing belongs to the night beyond darkness 

 Nothing belongs to the night beyond darkness105 

 

 The administrators of City College were aware of Makhdoom’s lack of discipline 

in the classroom, but were encouraged by the fact that his students were actually 

developing a love literature and did not initially object to his pedagogical methods. 

However, eventually when Makhdoom wrote his poem Inqilaab (Revolution), he caused 

quite a stir in Hyderabad and brought the wrath of the local ulema down upon himself, 

since they interpreted the second-to-last stanza of the poem as a sacrilegious criticism of 

Islam.  

 

 inqilaab 

e’ jaan-e naghma jahaaN sogwaar kab se he 

tere lee’e yeh zameeN beqaraar kab se he 

hujoom-e shoq sar-e rehguzaar kab se he 

 guzar bHee jaa ke tera intizaar kab se he 

naa taabnaakee’e rukh he naa ka kuloN ka hujoom 

he zarra zarra pareshaaN kalee kalee maghmoom 

he kul jahaaN muta’affin hawaa’eeN sab masmoom 

 guzar bHee jaa ke tera intizaar kab se he 

rukh-e heyaat peh ka kul kee barhamee hee neheeN  

nigaar-e dehr meN andaaz-e muremee hee neheeN 
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maseeh’e o khizr kee kehne ko kuchH kamee hee neheeN   

 guzar bHee jaa ke tera intizaar kab se he 

heyaat bakhsh taraane aseer heN kab se 

guloo’e zehra meN pewast teer he kab se 

qafas meN band tere ham safeer heN kab se  

 guzar bHee jaa ke tera intizaar kab se he 

haram ke dosh peh uqba ka daam he ab tak 

saroN meN deen ka sodaa’e khaam he ab tak 

tohhamaat ka aadam ghulaam he ab tak  

 guzar bHee jaa ke tera intizaar kab se he 

abHee dimaagh qahbaa’e seem o zar he sawaar 

abHee rukee hee neheeN tesha zan ke ke khoon kee dHaar 

shameem-e adal mahekeN yeh kooche o bazaar  

 guzar bHee jaa ke tera intizaar kab se he 

 

Revolution 

 

 Oh melody of the world, since when have you been sorrowful? 

Since when have you found the earth uneasy? 

Since when has the height of the journey led to crowds of desire? 

 Since when has waiting for you also faded away? 

There is neither a shining face nor any throng of tresses. 

There are worried bits, mournful buds. 

Throughout the world, rotting winds blow, all poisonous. 

 Since when has waiting for you also faded away? 

On life’s face, not even a tangle of curls. 

The Beloved of the world retains none of the ways of the Virgin. 

Yet there is no shortfall to the words of Christ and Khizr.106  

 Since when has waiting for you also faded away? 

Since when has life demanded an anthem for prisoners? 
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Since when have arrows been joined together in poisoned necks? 

Since when have we been chirping captives in cages? 

 Since when has waiting for you also faded away? 

Until now, the snare of the Hereafter has laid in Mecca’s past. 

Until now, our heads have been homes for religion’s naive lunacy. 

Mankind has been enslaved by these superstitions until now 

 Since when has waiting for you also faded away? 

Right now the mind is a chariot for riches and whores 

Right now the flowing of blood from the axe of fornication has not stopped 

From the fragrant breeze of justice to these alleys and streets 

 Since when has waiting for you also faded away?107 

  

 The ulema began to clamor against Makhdoom and though the principal of City 

College was willing to support him, Makhdoom thought it better to resign in 1941. His 

resignation was also prompted by accusations that he promoted Marxism in the 

classroom, and scheduling conflicts with his own increasing political activities, which 

caused him to frequently be absent from classes.108  

 

National and Regional Movements  

 The 1930s was a time of political upheaval in South Asia as well as the rest of the 

world. Makhdoom, like many young political people of his time, was influenced and 

inspired by the Spanish civil war and the fight against fascism in Europe.109 He dreamed 
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of traveling to Spain and fighting the fascist movement there, and kept a reproduction of 

Picasso’s painting Guernica on his desk for creative inspiration. Makhdoom’s poem Jang 

(War) is said to have been inspired by the Spanish Civil War.110 The nationalist 

movement in India at this time was composed of many different political tendencies. 

Parts of the nationalist movement underwent a process of radicalization in the 1930s. 

Jawaharlal Nehru, who would later become the first prime minister of India, similarly 

adopted more radical politics in the years 1933-36 and veered sharply to the left before 

returning to a moderate political position in the 1940s.111 The communal tendencies of 

the nationalist movement, such as the Muslim League, Hindu Mahasabha and Arya 

Samaj can be characterized as becoming more tactically militant but remaining politically 

conservative.   

 For most of the 1930s, Congress allowed the organized factionalism of its right 

and left wings to continue. They worked to win the patronage of landlords and capitalist 

as well as peasants and workers. The 1935 Government of India Act passed by the British 

Parliament was an attempt to divide and conquer Congress by giving them a great deal of 

official political responsibility, which encouarged their transformation from 

revolutionaries to bureaucrats, but did not grant enough real power to take down the 

colonial forces. One aspect of the Act was a refusal to democratize the princely states. 

Congress acquiesced to the terms set out by the 1935 Act, and the National Congress 

hence refused to interfere in the business of the Hyderabad state Congress’ activities. By 
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1939 the INC had firmly landed in the camp of the pro-capitalist interests, likely 

influenced by the British strategy of cooptation, and even expelled Subhas Chandra Bose 

from the party for his socialist politics, despite the fact that he had been elected the 

Congress president for the last two years.112    

 The Communist Party came to India in the 1920s largely through the efforts of 

M.N. Roy, an Indian who had spent time in North America and had become involved in 

the Comintern through contacts in Mexico, where he had been politically active. By 1922 

Communism had gained a foothold in India, although influence over the CPI began to be 

exercised more by the British CP than by Roy. Political activity continued throughout the 

1920s and early 30s but did not take off until 1936 when the CPI made an alliance with 

the organized left-wing of the INC, the Congress Socialist Party (CSP.)113  

 In the pre-war 1930s, the political landscape of Hyderabad appears to be 

lackluster at best. The satyagraha movement had ended, and the national Congress’s 

policy of not interfering in the affairs of the State Congresses led the state organization to 

flounder.114 The Andhra Maha Sabha (AMS) was founded in 1936.115 The Andhra Maha 

Sabha would later become a joint formation of the Communist Party and the INC, but 

was initially composed primarily of the wealthy sections of the rural population.116 It was 

intended to promote the socio-cultural rights of Telegu speaking people. Similarly, the 
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Maharashtra Prasad and the Karnataka Prasad initially existed to promote cultural issues 

affecting Marathi and Kannada-speaking people in the region, but later turned their sights 

on political freedoms.117 

 The Communist Party was forced to work with the AMS, or rather, through them. 

Although it was not truly a popular organization supported by even a small segment of 

the peasant population, it was the only functioning mass organization in the state. The CP 

could not organize openly for fear of state repression as even the more reform-oriented 

groups such as the AMS or regular farmers’ conferences were subject to interference by 

governmental authorities. CP cadres began to join the AMS in 1940.118 

 The Majlis-e-Ittehad-ul-Musalmeen (MIM) or Council of the Union of Muslims 

came into existence in Hyderabad in 1927.119 The MIM was a Muslim communal 

organization and was backed openly by the Nizam. During Partition they insisted on an 

independent state of Hyderabad, ruled by the Nizam.120 MIM would later join forces with 

an organized force of thugs supported by the Nizams called the Razakars, in staging 

violent resistance against the Telangana peasants’ movement.121 The MIM was opposed 

by Hindu communal groups like the Hindu Maha Sabha and the Arya Samaj.  

 A nascent women’s movement emerged alongside the nationalist movement. The 

All-India Women’s Conference was established in 1927. In Hyderabad, the Andhra 
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Mahila Sabha was formed in 1930. Andhra Mahila Sabha was a parallel organization to 

the AMS and the two organizations held joint meetings until 1942.122 Women had been 

participating in greater numbers in the nationalist, worker and peasant movements and 

were beginning to form a politicized consciousness as women.   

 In 1938, new and increased political consciousness emerged among Hyderabadis. 

The Hyderabad State Congress launched a satyagraha movement.123 In 1938, both the 

Vandemataram and Mulki movements (a Hindu-dominated segment of the broader Indian 

nationalist movement and a movement for national independence for Hyderabad state, 

respectively) were at their peak.124 The singing of the Vandemataram, a nationalist song 

written by Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay, was banned at Osmania. The ban was broken 

by students, resulting in their expulsion from the university hostels. Although the song 

was associated with the Hindu faction of the nationalist movement, as it invoked images 

of worship of Mother India as a deity, Muslim students joined in solidarity in this 

struggle in Hyderabad.125  

 At this time Makhdoom began working full time as a Communist Party member. 

He and others in his political circle had formally joined the CPI in 1940, after having 

founded the Comrades’ Association in 1939.126 The Comrades’ Association was initially 

established because the CPI had not yet come to Hyderabad, but was later used as a legal 

front group after the ban on Communists.  The Comrades’ Association had emerged from 
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the local chapter of the All-India Students Federation (AISF), which Makhdoom, along 

with Sibte Hasan, had founded in 1937. The AISF group was founded as an alternative to 

the communal politics of local Hindu and Muslim nationalist groups, with the 

cooperation of the Hyderabad State Congress.127 It served the function of a student group 

that could contain multiple political tendencies, and was progressive enough that it 

allowed women to serve as officers.128  

 Makhdoom was involved in the creation of the Hyderabad chapter of the 

Progressive Writers Association. The Progressive literary school was sparked in 1932 by 

the publication in Urdu of a series of short stories entitled Angaare. The young writers of 

the anthology, Sajjad Zaheer, Ahmed Ali, Rashid Jahan and Mahmuduzzafar were highly 

critical of Indian society and provoked a great deal of criticism and controversy across 

South Asia, particularly among the ulema.129 The Progressive Writer’s Association was 

initially founded by Indian expatriates in London in 1934. It made its first organizational 

foray into India with an inaugural conference in Lucknow in 1935. A local chapter was 

set up in Hyderabad the following year with Makhdoom as one of the founding 

members.130 Their original stated goals were to wrest literature away from the elite and 

deliver it to the “the people” and “to assist the spirit of progress in the country.”131  
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 Makhdoom began his trade union work in Hyderabad in 1938.132 Over the next 

four years, Makhdoom participated in the unionization of several factories in Hyderabad. 

One of the early unions he organized was among the Muslim child laborers of the Deccan 

Button Factory. In response to the political tendency in Hyderabad of Awal Malik, a 

Muslim communal political position advanced by the MIM, which stated that all Muslims 

were rulers in Hyderabad, Makhdoom ironically quipped, “These boys are our 

princes.”133 Makhdoom used humor to draw attention to the fact that the communal 

propaganda of the MIM could not erase the reality that the Muslims of the Nizam’s 

government lived in wealth while the Muslim working classes of the Old City remained 

downtrodden, and yet were expected to support the ruling class based on a shared 

communal identity.  

 

Attitudes Towards Women 

 Remarkably, during this busy period Makhdoom married and started a family. He 

married his cousin Rabia in 1933, and they had their first child in 1935. It seems certain 

that Makhdoom was not able to be much of a family man. Makhdoom would spend much 

of the 1940s underground, and his family will stay with Nizamuddin, Rabia’s brother.  

Makhdoom apparently did not have the kind of relationship with his wife that some other 

political figures had. For example, one of Makhdoom’s inspirations, Hasrat Mohani, was 
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politically active alongside his wife. Makhdoom’s wife, Rabia, was apparently illiterate, 

although sympathetic to the principles that informed Makhdoom’s political work.134  

 Shaz also notes that Makhdoom spent a good deal of time with courtesans, and 

that he was quite smitten with one particular courtesan. Although Shaz is vague about the 

chronology, we are led to deduce that these activities were occurring after Makhdoom’s 

marriage had already occurred.135 This kind of behavior was not unusual for men in 

Indian society, but it was not accepted by socially conservative elements and likely not 

approved of by Makhdoom’s wife and family.  

 Shaz and Gour both emphasize the Makhdoom was said to have had healthy 

relationships with women. He was respected by women in the nationalist movement and 

said to be a good confidant to young women. He was trusted and respected so much that 

he was allowed in the zenana of certain families involved in the Telangana movement. 

He is reported to have repeatedly reminded his children of the hard work their mother put 

into raising them and requested that they show her the utmost respect. Gour argues that 

Makhdoom’s “poetry is crying evidence of his attitude towards women and love.” Gour’s 

reasoning is that Makhdoom omitted the traditional ghazal trope of the rivalry between 

lovers for the affection of the Beloved, explaining that  

“He wanted love freed from financial calculations, from material worries, from religious 

prejudices and from familial prohibitions. Naturally, this could not be achieved unless 

woman (sic) was emancipated from her socio-economic bondage...To attribute any other 

                                                
134 Gail Minault, Secluded Scholars: Women's Education and Muslim Social Reform in Colonial India. 
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998).  
135 Shaz, Makhdoom, 36-37.  



 lxii 

idea to him in this context is to defame Makhdoom and down his image in the eyes of the 

people.”136 

 

Neither Gour nor Shaz can be seen as impartial biographers, as mentioned above in the 

Introduction. They are likely attempting to defend Makhdoom’s honor through this 

question of his relationships with women, likely being aware of the aspersions cast upon 

him  

 In opposition to the likes of Gour and Shaz, Shanaz Nabi argues that unlike 

Nazrul Islam, Makhdoom’s poetry did not depict women in a particularly liberating 

manner. Nazrul wrote of the day when the world would pay homage to men and women 

equally and wrote an ode to women where he incites them to rise up against gender 

oppression. Whereas, Nabi claims, references to women in Makhdoom’s poetry are 

limited to the traditional Urdu aesthetics of the Beloved and a celebration of her physical 

attributes.137  

 Saliha Abid Hussain, in her short story “One Question” asks why the burdens of 

beauty and their effect on women remain unrecognized. She argues that poor and 

working women in particular already face enough challenges in life, without their beauty 

becoming another reason for harassment from men. Hussain believes that the practice of 

extolling ideal physical atttributes reinforces this soco-economic domination of women.  

One can say that Makhdoom’s poem, Telangan (Woman from Telangana)138 translated 

on page 60 below, gives in to these sexist tropes by invoking a “pretty Telangan”, 
                                                
136 Gour, Makhdoom, 30-31.  
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literally a cute girl. On the other hand, the poem also encourages the beautiful woman to 

not be shy, and to speak her mind even in front of strangers. Given the highly politicized 

nature of Makhdoom’s relationship to the Telangana struggle, this poem, though it 

appears simply as a romantic love poem at first reading, can be read also as an invocation 

for women of Telangana to take hold of their own agency.  

 However, we cannot make claims on Makhdoom’s personal attitudes towards 

women based solely on his poetry. He chose not to explicitly write about women’s 

liberation in the way Nazrul Islam appears to have written. And yet Shanaz Nabi’s 

argument is complicated by the fact that in Urdu literature, the gender of the Beloved has 

always been ambiguous. The grammatical tense used to signify the Beloved is always 

male, and young boys could just as easily hold the attributes bestowed upon the Beloved 

as by women. Within this ambiguity, one can make a case that, in a heteronormative 

world, regardless of whether the intent of the poetry was to signify young boys or 

women, the effects on women were exactly as Hussain describes. However, the 

ambiguity of gender further restricts our ability to understand Makhdoom’s intent in 

seemingly not problematizing the romantic aesthetics of beauty.  

 Furthermore, Makhdoom’s personal choice to pursue relationships with 

courtesans also cannot be said to be purely patriarchal. Courtesans in Indian society were 

some of the only women to have access to education and the arts. They were more able to 

speak their minds and relate to men on an equal level. Makhdoom’s choice to spend time 

with them, though likely against his wife’s wishes, could indicate a respect for thinking, 

creative women.  
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 It is not my intent to either exonerate or condemn Makhdoom for spending time in 

the company of courtesans or for following in the romantic Urdu tradition of exalting the 

beauty of the Beloved. What is of interest here is how the apparent contradiction between 

the romantic aesthetics of the Beloved and the revolutionary principles of women’s 

liberation are negotiated in Makhdoom’s poetry.  

 

Humor, Religion and Alcohol 

 Makhdoom was well known for his good sense of humor and general 

mischievousness. His humor got him in trouble during his early political days, when he, 

Raj Bahadur Gour, and other friends used the official communications of the Comrades’ 

Association to tease an older comrade about getting married. The comrade, Haji Sahib, 

was not pleased with their games and took organizational action to address their 

unprofessional behavior.139  

 Although he was raised in a religious household, Makhdoom was convinced by 

the Communist position on atheism during the 1930s. However, he was not a secular 

chauvinist. He was tolerant of the religious beliefs of others. He was vehemently opposed 

to jokes made along communal lines and respected the histories and motivations of 

religious communities. Makhdoom satisfied his familial religious obligations when 

necessary. For example, his daughter recounts an example of a time when no other adult 

male save for Makhdoom was at home and able to lead the family in prayer. Makhdoom 

jokingly tried to excuse himself from the task, but his young daughter scolded him and 
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followed him to the bathroom to make sure that he performed wudu (ritual ablutions 

required before prayer) correctly. Makhdoom is reported to have refrained from heated 

religious debates with friends and was accommodating to his friends’ religious practices. 

He is reported to have said something along the lines of: waiting for those who are 

praying is also a form of prayer.140  

 However, as the incident surrounding his resignation from City College indicates, 

the Islamic religious establishment viewed him as an enemy of Islam. In his poetry, 

Makhdoom did use religious imagery in a critical manner, such as in Inqilaab. However, 

Shaz reports that Makhdoom was indeed a spiritual person, but that his spirituality was 

not to be found in masjids, mandirs, gurudwaras or churches. Instead he lived by certain 

principles, such as honesty, humanism, virtue/piety, and equality.141 He sometimes uses 

religious imagery to stand for the capitalist system; at other times, he uses it to make the 

subject matter more sacred.142 In Inqilaab, the ulema rightly recognized a threat to 

themselves, but not because Makhdoom was anti-Islam or anti-Muslim. Rather, he was 

against the leadership of the ulema, whom he saw as maintaining the status quo under 

capitalism and standing in the way of the coming proletarian revolution.  

 Makhdoom is reported to have been fond of alcohol, but not in excess. Gour 

reports,  

 “For Makhdoom wine was, as in all decent literature it is, a symbol for sparkling 

life and joys of life. No one should mistake that he took to wine to run away from the 
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 lxvi 

ugly realities of life or frightening compulsions of times. Wine was no path of escape for 

him. It was a symbol of life and joy.”143  

 

Gour writes that Makhdoom recoiled from drunkenness and alcohol abuse and would 

quietly slip out of parties where such events were occurring, often frightening his friends 

by his sudden absence. Shaz recounts that Makhdoom used alcohol to augment his poetic 

sensibilities. He could usually be seen at a local hotel after having written a poem, 

reciting it to his friends. On one occasion, when none of his friends were to be found, 

Makhdoom bought two drinks, one for himself and one for his waiter, and recited the 

poem to the waiter.144   

 Makhdoom bloomed as a poet and revolutionary during the 1930s. His newly 

developed literary and political skills would be put to the test during the politically 

charged years of the next decade.  
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Chapter 3 The Zenith Underground 1941-1951 

telangan 

pHirne waalee kHet kee menDoN peh bal kHaatee hoo’ee  

nazam o sheereeN qehqehoN ke pHool barsaatee hoo’ee 

kanganoN se kHelte auroN se sharmaatee hoo’ee 

 ajnabee ko dekH kar khaamoosh mat ho, gaa’e jaa 

 haN tilangan gaa’e jaa, baankee tilangan gaa’e jaa 

 

arz yaksar gosh he khaamoosh heN sab aasmaaN  

raag sunne ruk ge heN baadaloN ke kaarwaaN 

haaN taraana chHeeR jangal ka miree ghuncha wahaaN 

 ajnabee ko dekH kar khaamoosh mat ho, gaa’e jaa 

 haN tilangan gaa’e jaa, baankee tilangan gaa’e jaa 

 

dekHne aate heN taare shab meN sun kar tera naam 

jalwe subh o shaam ke hoteN heN tujH se ham kalaam 

dekH fitrat kar rehee he tujH ko jHuk jHuk kar salaam 

 ajnabee ko dekH kar khaamoosh mat ho, gaa’e jaa 

 haN tilangan gaa’e jaa, baankee tilangan gaa’e jaa 

 

dukhtar-e paakeezgee naa aashnaa’e seem o zar 

dasht kee khood ro kalee tehzeeb-e no se be khabar 

teree khas kee jHoNpRee par jHuk paRe sab baam o dar 

 ajnabee ko dekH kar khaamoosh mat ho, gaa’e jaa 

 haN tilangan gaa’e jaa, baankee tilangan gaa’e jaa 

 

le chalaa jaata hooN aankHoN meN lee’e tasweer ko 

le chalaa jaata hooN pehloo meN chHupaa’e teer ko 

le chalaa jaataa hooN pHelaa raag kee tanweer ko 

 ajnabee ko dekH kar khaamoosh mat ho, gaa’e jaa 

 haN tilangan gaa’e jaa, baankee tilangan gaa’e jaa 
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Telangan145 

Wandering among the parapets of the field, she is ensnared.  

Her laughter is a rain of flowers falling softly, sweetly. 

She shies away- from the bangles, from the playful others. 

 When you see a stranger, don't fall silent. You must sing. 

 Yes, Telangan, you must sing. Pretty Telangan, you must sing 

 

The land is only listening. The sky stays silent. 

The caravan of clouds has stopped heeding ragas. 

Yes, you, my rosebud, your mouth opening is the vexed jungle’s anthem. 

 When you see a stranger don't fall silent. You must sing. 

 Yes, Telangan, you must sing. Pretty Telangan, you must sing. 

 

Stars emerge to search in the night having heard your name 

Every morning and every evening our speech manifests from you. 

Just look. Nature is bowing, bowing and welcoming you. 

 When you see a stranger don't fall silent. You must sing. 

 Yes, Telangan, you must sing. Pretty Telangan, you must sing. 

 

Daughter of purity, but also comrade of silver and wine 

This new culture of fear growing independently and universally is oblivious to 

The roof and door of your sweet straw cottage bending to greet you. 

 When you see a stranger don't fall silent. You must sing. 

 Yes, Telangan, you must sing. Pretty Telangan, you must sing. 

 

I leave, taking a picture with my eyes. 

I leave, taking a hidden arrow by my side. 

I leave, taking the spreading anthem's rays of light. 

 When you see a stranger don't fall silent. You must sing. 

 Yes, Telangan, you must sing. Pretty Telangan, you must sing146 
                                                
145 Person who hails from the Telangana region.  
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 In 1941, Makhdoom entered the most politically charged period of his life. In fact, 

he did not write poetry for much of this time. The trade union and Telangana movements 

both erupted during the 1940s. The Communist Party and other political organizations 

such as Congress experienced long periods of state repression and many individuals had 

to live life as part of an underground movement. World War II heavily impacted South 

Asia in terms of economic stability and national consciousness. And, of course, the 

Partition of South Asia into Pakistan and India in 1947 deeply impacted the social, 

political and literary landscapes.  

 During this time, Makhdoom was at the head of many of the political movements 

that emerged in Hyderabad. He was an active part of the student, workers, peasant and 

progressive literary movements and a full-time activist for the Communist Party. He took 

leadership roles in all of these areas. All of this prolonged activity demonstrates that 

beyond his literary skills, he was a good political organizer and was adept at strategy and 

maneuver. However, Makhdoom also brought his literary skills to bear on the enthusiasm 

and consciousness of movement participants. He would recite his poetry at political 

meetings in order to rouse the emotions and fervor of the crowd.147 His poems reached 

beyond the Urdu-educated elite of Hyderabad. Shameem Faizee claims,   

 Jang-e-Azaadi was perhaps the most popular poem of the working class 

movement in Hyderabad. It was popular in the areas even where people did not 

understand a word of Urdu!148  
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World War II: People’s War or Imperialist War? 

 World War II began in 1939. The same year, the Soviet Union signed the 

Molotov-Ribbentrop pact with Nazi Germany in which they pledged non-aggression to 

each other and divided Europe amongst themselves and busied themselves with their 

respective imperial ambitions. The pact came as a blow to Communist Party members 

and sympathizers across the world who were committed to fighting fascism in Germany 

and elsewhere. As the Nazi regime no longer threatened the USSR, the CPI’s policy was 

wage anti-“imperialist war” campaigns in India, and demand that Indians not be required 

to fight and lose lives for the safety of their colonizers. Although the Comintern 

cautioned the CPI against pursuing these anti-war campaigns too aggressively, the CPI 

disregarded this advice and quickly came under repression from the British colonial state 

in 1940. The party was banned and had to operate through mass organizations that CP 

cadre regarded as “front groups” for their revolutionary beliefs. Overstreet and 

Windmiller argue that the AMS was one such group, as well as the trade union 

associations and student federations in which Makhdoom and his comrades 

participated.149 The AIPWA has also been suspected of being a front group for the CPI, 

and many scholars have debated this question.150  

 Of course, as the Soviet Union had likely suspected, Nazi Germany was not 

committed in principle to maintaining a position of non-aggression with the USSR and 
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invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941. The Comintern’s position was that the invasion 

of the Soviet Union threatened socialism everywhere, and the war effort of the Allies 

now had to be supported. Even so, it took time for the CPI to shift to this new position of 

“People’s War.” Many CPI cadres were against this position for many months and were 

unable to reconcile fighting the fascist forces under the command of their colonizers. 

However, they eventually submitted to the party line and began to rally in support of the 

war in February of 1942.  

 Makhdoom’s own attitudes at the beginning of the war were firmly in the 

“imperialist war” camp, meaning that he understood the war to be the result of the 

capitalist agendas of the colonizing nation-states with the people of colonized countries 

being used as pawns, and hence advocated an anti-war position. He wrote the poem 

Sipahi (Soldier) in 1940, which implores Indian soldiers departing for war to think about 

why they are going to war and to recognize the evils in their own country that require 

their attention and efforts. 

 

sipaahee  

(yeh nazam doosree aalmee jang ke samaraajee dor meN likHee ge’ee tHee) 

 

 jaane waale sipaahee se poochHo  

 woh kahaaN jaa rahaa he 

 

kon dukHeeyaa he jo gaa rahee he 

bHooke bachoN ko behlaa rahee he 

laash jalne kee boo aa rahee he 

zindagee he ke chillaa rahee he 
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 jaane waale sipaahee se poochHo  

 woh kahaaN jaa rahaa he 

 

kitne sehme hoo’e heN nazaare 

kesa Dar Dar ke chalte heN taare 

kyaa jawaanee ka khooN ho rahaa he 

surkh heN aanchaloN ke kinaare 

 

 jaane waale sipaahee se poochHo  

 woh kahaaN jaa rahaa he 

 

gir rahaa he seeyaa hee ka Deraa 

ho rahaa he maree jaaN sawera 

aa’o watan choR kar jaane waale! 

kHul geyaa inqilaabee pHarera 

 

 jaane waale sipaahee se poochHo  

 woh kahaaN jaa rahaa he 

 

 

Soldier 

(This poem was written in the imperialist era of World War Two.) 

 

Ask of the departing soldier 

where exactly is he going? 

 

How can one be aggrieved, and yet singing   

Attempting to console the hungry children  

The smell of burning corpses is approaching 

It is life that is screaming 
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Ask of the departing soldier 

where exactly is he going? 

 

How frightened are the vistas 

How the stars are escaping out of fear 

How many young peoples' blood is spilled 

The hems of clothes stained crimson  

 

Ask of the departing soldier 

where exactly is he going? 

 

The soldiers' barracks are collapsing 

The daybreak of a dead world is coming 

O you who would leave your country! 

The banner of revolution has been unfurled 

 

Ask of the departing solder 

where exactly is he going?151 

 

 Makhdoom wrote Jung-e-Azaadi  (War of Liberation) in 1942, which reflects the 

shift in orientation to the “People’s War” position. Talat Ahmed argues that this poem 

represents Makhdoom’s shift to supporting the war effort.152 However, he had 

experienced doubt and internal conflict about the shift, as did many of his closest 

comrades. Regardless of the nature of the authorial intent present in the creation of the 

poem, we have seen above that it was popular among the working classes of Hyderabad. 
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The poem lends itself to interpretation in a number of ways, and perhaps the working 

classes of Hyderabad used it as an anthem for their class struggle.  

 The AIPWA was in turn affected by the shift in Comintern policy from 

Imperialist War to People’s War. They held a national meeting to discuss the implications 

of the shift. Writes Coppola,  

“The major intent of the meeting was to rally writers to the war effort. While writers 

could not be at odds with the official CPI stand, it is interesting to note that the tenor of 

the poetry written during this period plays down cooperation between the Communists 

and the British and, instead, emphasizes the threat of the Axis powers, especially 

Japan.”153  
 

This further implies that the general shift to supporting the war was not embraced 

wholeheartedly by progressives, and they found ways to navigate that tension by 

modifying the emphasis of the policy.  

 

State Repression 

 The upside of the People’s War policy for the CPI was that the British colonial 

authorities lifted the ban on the party in July 1942, and party members began to be 

released from jail. The INC was still campaigning against the war and facing state 

repression, which left the political scene wide open for the CPI to place itself at the 

vanguard of the nationalist, trade union and peasant movements.  
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 Although the activities of the CPI could be carried out openly, anti-British 

sentiment was still quickly and harshly punished. In 1943, Makhdoom was arrested at a 

rally for supporting nationalism by stating “Linlithgow cannot lead the Indian nation to a 

successful prosecution of war by wagging his tail. For that it was necessary that India 

have a national government,” and went to jail for three months. Makhdoom could have 

elected to pay a fine of 250 rupees and avoided jail time, but the Communist Party 

decided that for political reasons, he should accept the sentence. He spent his sentence in 

the company of those who were waging satyagraha as members of the Hyderabad state 

Congress.154  

 Makhdoom is reported to have maintained his sense of humor, even in jail. There 

are several stories regarding the jokes he would tell about his prison experience. The food 

was of extremely poor quality and would often contain stones, insects and even, once, a 

scorpion. Makhdoom pointed the scorpion out to his jailer and, Khan Bahadur, and 

quipped that as many of the Congress satyagrahis were vegetarian, serving boiled 

scorpion would not sit well with them. Makhdoom would often place the jailer at the butt 

of his jokes. Khan Bahadur was proud of the fact that he had once kept Jawaharlal Nehru 

under lock and key. Makhdoom informed Khan Bahadur that Nehru had in fact 

mentioned the jailer in his autobiography, and led him to believe that Nehru had spoken 

favorably of him. Khan Bahadur boasted of this fact, when, in fact, Nehru had exposed 

the poor conditions and vile treatment of political prisoners in the Hyderabad jail.155  
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 Makhdoom was arrested once again in 1944, but was released by a court order 

when a Congress party leader, Burgula Ramakrishna Rao, took up his case.156 He had a 

warrant out for his arrest. He chose to make a public appearance once, in 1946, at the first 

conference of the All-Hyderabad Trade Union Congress on August 16th, 1946. He was 

arrested immediately after the session, but was released on bail. Makhdoom and the other 

core members of the Communist Party decided to go underground after organizing an 

Anti-Repression day protest and celebrations in October of 1946. These events were 

organized in order to bring the trade union movement out into the open. Once the day’s 

events were announced, warrants for their arrests were released and party offices and 

members’ houses were raided, though the authorities were not able to confiscate any 

illegal materials. Despite the removal of the leadership from the scene, the day’s events 

moved forward as planned and were celebrated with zeal in many neighborhoods.157

 In December of 1946, the Nizam of Hyderabad banned the Communist Party. 

Despite the prohibition of the party, their work continued and even expanded during this 

time. Raj Bahadur Gour and Javed Rizwi were arrested and later made a spectacular 

escape from prison with the help of a lady doctor who was active in the Telangana 

movement and other leftist circles.158 During his time underground, Makhdoom was 

directed by the CP to move around the many districts of Hyderabad state and also spent 

some time in Bombay. He hid in the houses of family members of CP cadres, and 

frequently risked detection. He was once taken into custody with a friend for riding his 
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bicycle at night without a lamp, a law put in place by the Nizam to harass the activities of 

the various movements threatening his power. Makhdoom and his friend played innocent 

and were released without being recognized. 159 

 When underground Makhdoom would often have to change his dress and alter his 

appearance. He disguised himself at times as a Hindu man by wearing a dhoti and once 

had trouble keeping his clothes on while riding his bicycle. He once lived in the home of 

a comrade and played at being the elder brother. Because he spoke Telegu with a distinct 

accent, they claimed that he was mentally disabled and could not speak properly. He 

risked detection many times, but people wrote off his strangeness as part of his mental 

disability.160  

 These underground years were a time of great uncertainty and terror for those 

active in the Telangana struggle. It was incredible what the Telangana movement was 

able to accomplish under these conditions, as described towards the end of this chapter. 

 

Family Relations 

 Of course, during the period of time when Makhdoom was underground, he was 

not able to be very involved with his family’s life. In fact, when his children were young, 

they referred to him as “chichi bawa,” a title reserved for one’s father’s brother. They 

referred to Makhdoom’s cousin Nizamuddin as “baba” or father. Nizamuddin looked 

after Makhdoom’s wife and children while Makhdoom was underground or in jail, and 
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also took on other familial responsibilities for Makhdoom so that his political work 

would not be interrupted. Gour recounts this as an example of how distanced Makhdoom 

was from his family. However, Makhdoom’s daughter recounted later that they were also 

encouraged to refer to their Nizamuddin as their father and to Makhdoom as their uncle 

for their own safety, as the authorities might have targeted them for information about 

Makhdoom’s whereabouts or used them to blackmail him for information.  

 

Literary Activity and Inactivity 

 Alam Khundmiri writes that during the years 1942-50 Makhdoom wrote only one 

poem, Telangana.  

“All the progressive poets were writing poems about Telangana; short stories were 

written on this theme and journalists were spreading fire with their incendiary posts. Most 

of them were those who had only heard Telangana’s name (without knowing the realities) 

or had heard about the struggle in bits and pieces.  

 Perhaps it was Makhdoom’s sense of self-respect that did not allow him to stay 

silent at such a crucial moment of ‘doomsday’ but ‘doomsday’ calls for more action than 

poetry.”161   
 

 We can only speculate as to why Makhdoom did not write more during this period 

of heightened political movement activity. He was busy and lived under unstable and 

dangerous conditions. However, he writes in the introduction to Gul-e Tar that it was the 

immense activity that he took on that often pushed him to write.162 Gour’s take on the 
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situation is simply that Makhoom was one of the rare individuals who could move back 

and forth from the use of the sword to that of the pen.163  

 Although Makhdoom was not deeply engaged in his own literary pursuits, he was 

involved in the growth of the Hyderabad PWA. He came into the leadership of the 

Hyderabad PWA in 1943.164 During the 1940s, the national leadership of the PWA was 

stagnating, but the local branches managed to flourish in their literary and political 

activities. In 1945, the AIPWA national conference was held in Hyderabad. The Andhra 

region at this point claimed 900 members in 18 different PWA branches, organized by 

language and location.165 Under Makhdoom’s leadership, the Hyderabad PWA chose to 

adopt the Communist Party program of “Freedom, Democracy and Socialism.”166  

 Although he was not writing during this time, his first collection of poetry, Surkh 

Sawera (The Red Dawn) was published and increased his visibility in the Hyderabadi 

literary scene. Mujtaba Hussain, who was a youth in the 40s, recounts his and his friends’ 

reverent attitude towards Makhdoom’s poetry and personality. They revered his poetry to 

such an extent that they would place a copy of Surkh Sawera on a stand meant for the 

Holy Qu’ran. Hussain writes, 

 To Hyderabadis like us, Makhdoom was not just a poet and an intellectual; he 

was a lot more. This habit of ‘living underground’ had created in us a magical attraction 

for his personality. Friends and companions, too, had circulated such stories about him 

that, at times, it would seem as though he was a supernatural creature. It was said that he 

could be present at four places at the same time. While addressing a secret meeting of the 
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labourers (sic) of Warangal at 4 p.m., he could be distributing a landlord’s land among 

the farmers at Nalgonda and reading out his latest compositions to his friends in a certain 

locality of of Hyderabad at the same time!...You can well imagine how the hot blood in 

our young veins reacted to these revelations about Makhdoom. It would cool down only 

when we would listen to his poems, recited by Makhdoom himself. Is this what they call 

treatment by antidote? I had not even seen Makhdoom, yet had heard so many anecdotes 

(or were they rumours?) about his omnipresence.167 

 

 Although the national leadership of the AIPWA was not active, activities 

associated with the Progressive movement continued. The Indian Progressive Theatre 

Association (IPTA) was a successful popular theatre association that performed dramas 

inspired by the Bengal famine.168 Most Urdu poets at this time did not pay attention to the 

Bengal famine in their writing or political work, perhaps due to blindness to events 

outside their own regions, but Makhdoom was an exception to this.169 Makhdoom could 

not very well ignore the issue due to his own proximity to the food crisis that gripped 

many parts of South Asia at this time. The Comrades Association, of which he was a 

member, formed a committee and released a report entitled, “How to Get Food,” in order 

to aid those affected by the famine.170 The people that the CA worked with in the trade 

union and Telangana peasants’ movements were affected by the food shortage, and the 

impact of this political and social crisis found its way back into Makhdoom’s literary 

work.  
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Trade Union Activity 

 Shaz describes the period of 1942-46 as one in which a political storm ravaged 

Hyderabad state. The trade union movement was very responsible for kindling this 

political fire. Strike waves hit Hyderabad’s factories in 1940-41 and the emerging local 

CP branch was successful in gaining contacts within these workers’ struggles. The CP 

had managed to broaden its circle to proletarian actors beyond students and artists. A 

wave of unionization further occurred in 1944-46 and over 100 unions were formed in 

Hyderabad.171  

 An organized workers movement gripped the city of Hyderabad in this period. 

Shaz characterizes this movement as under the leadership of the Communist party. The 

trade union movement injected a new wave of energy into the workers of Hyderabad, 

concentrated in the area known as the Old City. In the Old City, there were many button 

factories in which the elderly, children, youth and women worked under horrible 

conditions. They were paid poorly and were expected to work seven days a week. There 

was neither allowance for sick leave nor any job security. The workers of the button 

factory began the strike wave. During 1944-46, Makhdoom was the president of the N.S. 

Railway Employees Union, and the president of unions in several different industries, 

including electricity, button, textile and cement. Gour claims that, “He was associated 

with the building up of every union in the state.” 172 Under the leadership of Makhdoom 
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and his comrade Ghulam Hyder, the workers raised the slogan of the “Red Flag Forever.” 

It was the first time the Nizam’s government had experienced such organized resistance 

from the working class. It was at this time that the idea for the Anti-Repression Day was 

raised.173  

 The trade union movement in colonial Indian first emerged during a strike wave 

of 1920-21. Although the first major union in Hyderabad state, the Calendar Workers 

Union, was formed in 1927, and was quickly followed by the formation of the Railway 

Workers’ Union, both of these unions were located in an area of Secunderabad where 

British Indian laws were enforced and were not under the purview of the Nizam’s 

government. A Trade Union Act had been in effect in British India since 1926, but it only 

came to Hyderabad state in 1945 through the activity of the trade union movement.  

During WWII trade unions emerged in almost all units which had a permanent labour 

force. These included all the textile mills, Vazir Sultan Tobacco, Allwyn Metal, medium-

scale button factories in the old city, cement and sugar factories and the Sindareni 

Collieries. Among the high points of the trade union struggles were the forty five-day 

strike in the railways in 1942 and the strike in the button factories in the old city. By 

1946, the state Congress leadership organised the first state conference of its Mazdoor 

Sevak Sangh in Aurangabad. In 1947, the Communist-led All-Hyderabad Trade Union 

(AHTUC) held its first conference. The Communist Trade Unions, with a reported 

affiliation of 200 units and 50,000 workers, were strong in Hyderabad city, Warangal, 

Gulbarga, Shahbad and Nanded. The membership in registered trade unions increased 

from 12,000 in 1947 to 63,000 in 1949. In fact the period immediately after the fall of the 

regime witnessed the greatest number of strikes organised by the Communists in aid of 

their peasant movement in part of Telangana.174  
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The initial organizing was limited to individual workplaces, but we see that a broader 

sense of solidarity among workers, and also between workers and peasants developed 

during this time. The labor force in Hyderabad never numbered more than 100,000, out 

of a state population of millions.175 However, they had such a great impact on industrial 

production during the crucial war years that they had more weight with the capitalists and 

the state than their numbers would suggest.176   

   

The Telangana Peasantry and Their Movement 

 Although he admits that it can be dangerous to generalize about all of the peasants 

in India, Bipan Chandra describes their condition as a gradually deteriorating in terms of 

their status relative to the landlord and moneylender classes. The terms of peasant 

tenancy also worsened and resulted in the proletarianization of the peasantry, meaning a 

loss of private land holdings and a dependence on wage labor. However, stratification of 

status and wealth occurred within the landlord classes as well as the peasantry. There 

were some landlords who could be identified as “poor rent-receivers” and rich peasants 

who also functioned as moneylenders to poorer peasants and agricultural laborers. This 

differentiation reached an advanced stage in the late colonial period.177  

 Inukonda Thirumalli explains the roots of the feudal structure in Telangana:  
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 Tracing the origin of the ‘deshmukhs’ as local chiefs, … the extension of their 

power through a combination of landlordism, obstruction of free market in land and 

labour, the limited and controlled incorporation of intermediate classes into the power 

hierarchy, physical coercion and the enforcement of ritual and symbolic practices. These 

features reinforced the ‘servility’ of the lower castes and the ‘authority’ of the superior 

castes. In all this, there was a constant process of adjustment and adapting to changing 

circumstances which allowed the doras to maintain their power over a long period. This 

chapter assumes significance in the context of the Telangana Movement of the 1940s. 

 “The survival of the doras in Telangana presents a unique case of the evolution 

and survival of landlords of the pre-Independence period for over three hundred years, 

undergoing transformation and adapting to changing circumstances and needs. In the face 

of the opposition from the people they attempted to consolidate their domination at the 

social/cultural level. By performing regular morning pooja, constructing and renovating 

temples and participating in jatras and religious ceremonies, they legitimized their 

domination and coercive practices. The over coercive practice of the dora to impose their 

domination on the people was an important determinant of the people’s revolt in the 

1940s, and this calls for a comprehensive study of the doras. Though they were products 

of colonial needs and the requirements of the Hyderabad state, they outlived both these 

regimes.178  

  

 By the time of the Telangana Peasants Movement, a dora was understood to be 

anyone with upper caste status who owned land and exercised influence in the local 

government. Along with the doras, the Nizam held lands for his own personal use called 

sarf-e-khas and also granted land to government officials, under the name of jagirdari. 

We can see that the conjunction of forces that re-enforced the oppression of the peasantry 

was complex and multiple, further increasing the difficulties faced by the peasant 

struggle.  
                                                
178 Thirumalli, Issues in, 291.  



 lxxxv 

 One of the most lively and detailed scholarly accounts of the Telangana peasants 

movement, Against Dora and Nizam: People’s Movement in Telangana 1939-1948, by 

Inukonda Thirumali, attributes the beginnings of the movement to two factors: 1) land 

settlement had been completed in the areas in which the movement emerged, which led to 

conflicts over ownership due to the highly concentrated nature of the land holdings and 2) 

at this time a concentration of vetti, or forced labor, also emerged in Telangana which 

further increased the exploitation of the poorest peasants. 179 

 The Telangana peasants movement was popularly understood to have been 

initiated by the struggle that one peasant woman initiated to keep her land in 1939. 

Chityala Ailamma’s husband and son had both been jailed for refusal to submit to vetti. 

Her landlord attempted to kick her off of the land she relied on, and through the AMS and 

its village councils, thousands showed up to protect her home, eventually winning back 

her right to the land.180 However, the movement emerged in full force in 1946, but the 

beginnings of the struggle were rooted in agrarian reform that occurred at the behest of 

the British under the rule of Salarjung I. The British were aiming towards two things in 

creating this new “zamindari” system: 1) they anticipated that the new system would be 

conducive to commodity crop production and 2) they aimed at making it easier to exact 

high revenues which could then be reinvested in British industries.181 The reforms did not 

produce the hoped-for profits that were predicted, but they were responsible for the 

removal of land from a significant number of subsistence peasants, who turned to both 

waged and forced labor in place of traditional caste relationships.  
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 Under the zamindari system, the traditional relationship between agriculture and 

artisanship was destroyed. Villages used to be economically nearly self-sufficient units; 

crop production and production of other goods occurred within the village. Although the 

self-sufficiency of the village in India had deteriorated long before, with the advent of 

British colonialism, the Indian village was integrated into the global cash market. Under 

the pressures of the zamindari system, members of those castes who traditionally 

produced these goods, such as pots, clothing, and other material goods, were also pushed 

into either forced or waged labor. This was a result of the introduction of machine-made 

goods from Britain, upon which peasants became dependent. At the same time that 

peasants were in need of more cash to purchase these goods, the zamindari agrarian 

system reduced the real value of the peasants’ income.182  

 This is not to say that the pre-colonial period in Telangana was particularly more 

favorable to peasants than latter periods. The general trend in land settlement was that of 

large holdings prior to the British agrarian reforms. In this vein, “historical and ecological 

reasons did not favour the growth of small peasant holdings in Telangana.”183 The 

zamindari system made the inequality even more acute, however, and created a much 

more stratified peasant class, consisting of wage laborers, subsistence peasants, wealthy 

peasants, large landholders, and the actual landlords.   

 By the 1940s, the AMS transformed from what peasants viewed to be a sabha, or 

union, for doras, into an actual popularly supported mass organization among many 

layers of the peasantry in Telangana. The Communist Party strategy in the AMS 

advocated taking up issues that would not antagonize the Nizam, but rather focus on 

targetting the doras. Although, once they took leadership of the AMS, the CP was 
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diligent about organizing towards the already stated goals of the AMS, but the moderate 

members of the organization resented them for their intrusion. The AMS was close to 

splitting for several years. The Communist Party sought to hold it together in order to 

maintain their cover from state repression. However, the rupture finally happened in 

1944.184 And without the resistance of the moderates to hold them back, the CP was able 

to organize among the peasants as never before.185  

 A basic timeline of the movement after 1944 is as follows: In this year, sanghams 

or councils, began to be organized in villages for their protection and increasing civil 

disobedience towards the landlord class. Around this time they also developed squads, or 

dalams, of guerrilla fighters who were given political and military training, and were 

responsible for protecting villagers from violent state repression as well as trying to 

advance the struggle. Repression from the Nizam’s police force and the Razakars began 

to come down more severely in 1946. Finally, in 1947 after Partition, the Indian army 

entered Telangana and savagely crushed the movement in an operation referred to as the 

“Police Action.” After this the Comintern advocated an end to the armed wing of the 

movement, although the CPI continued to debate the desirability of armed struggle in 

Telangana until 1951, at which time they officially ended their support for violent 

resistance. Many peasants felt abandoned and betrayed by this shift in CPI policy, and 

were not appeased by the concessions given by the Indian state of tenancy rights, a land 

distribution program, and the abolishment of the practice of vetti. Chityala Ailamma 

years later stated in an interview that after everything she and her family had given to the 
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movement, she did not receive land or any other benefits after the conclusion of the 

movement, and she expressed great anguish about this nearly 40 years after the 

conclusion of the movement.186  

 The successes of the AMS, including resisting evictions and expropriating crop 

reserves, enticed more agricultural laborers and poor peasants to join the organization. 

Leadership emerged in every village where the AMS was active, and was composed of 

all layers of classes of the peasantry.  These village militants were the link between the 

CP functionaries and the ordinary people participating in the movement. An important 

strategy for increasing membership in the villages was through popular education in the 

form of songs, plays, and other cultural programs. Whereas before, Communist Party 

songs were sung at demonstrations and meetings, now the songs of the village people 

animated the movement. Almost every village had a team of cultural activists, most of 

whom had no formal education. It was an important role that CP cadre who were not 

from the villages were not able to play, due to their separation from the language and 

everyday experience of the struggle.187  

  

 The Telangana movement was marked by high women’s participation. They were 

present among the fighters in the dalams (armed guerilla squads), although primarily 

playing a domestic care role, but also serving as spies and scouts. Many village women 

participated in protecting their homes and communities from police and razakar raids, 
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notably by throwing pots of chili powder into the eyes of the aggressors.188 The role of 

several female participants in the movement is documented in the collection of oral 

history interviews in We Were Making History. 

 Although by 1946, thousands of people were organized into dalams, Makhdoom 

and other CP cadre sent out a call for an intensification of the armed struggle in 

November of 1947, a few months after the Partition of India and the establishment of an 

independent Indian state.189 Makhdoom was said to be involved directly with the armed 

struggle and had trained to fight with guns and bombs.190 The CPI was likely hoping to 

take advantage of the chaos and confusion present across much of India during this time, 

including the Nizam’s refusal to accede to the Indian Union.   

 After the Police Action in 1948, the CPI leadership was split on the question of 

the Telangana movement. One branch believed that the armed struggle should be 

withdrawn for a political, or rather, electoral, contestation within the new Indian state. 

Others, led by Ranadive and Sundarayya, important leaders of the CPI nationally, did not 

support what they saw as an abandonment of the Telangana movement. However, the 

faction supporting political struggle eventually won out, and Makhdoom, along with Raj 

Bahadur Gour and other comrades, began to encourage the village councils and armed 

cells to disband. The leadership of the CPI cast doubt on the loyalty of those who had 

disagreed with this position in the past, including Makhdoom, which placed them in an 
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unstable position within the party.191 Makhdoom himself placed party discipline and 

loyalty on a high level, but after this experience he went through a period of doubt. His 

sense of party loyalty but also likely his realistic assessment of his position in the party 

led him to not openly question the political positions they took, but he did air his doubts 

among friends and through writing poems.192  

 Another question that comes up when reading the literature on the Telangana 

people’s movement is the nature of the influence that the Communist Party had on the 

peasants in the movement. Most of the literature I have used for this biography assumes 

that the peasants were under the control and direction of the Communist Party, who 

served as the vanguard of the movement.193 Implicit in this attitude is the idea that 

members of the Communist Party were somehow external to the peasant villages and 

communities in which the struggle was being waged. Only Thirumalli contests this 

version of events. He argues that not only did the CPI not come in and single-handedly 

launch the movement, but that peasant consciousness had developed to the point of 

rebellion in Telangana without the education and assistance of the CPI. I will look at his 

argument and also assess both the negative and positive impacts that the CPI had on the 

movement in general.  

 Thirumali argues that at the time of the WWII shortages, while laborers in 

Telangana were starving and the British were exporting food from the region, the 

peasants themselves had decided that they had a right to share in the profits reaped by 
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their labor as early as 1937.194 They also concluded that the landlords, as their employers, 

had a certain obligation to maintain the peasants, for if the peasants’ ability to produce 

profits was to continue and grow, the landlords had to provide the bare minimum for their 

maintenance. They held demonstrations and forced open granaries with these beliefs as 

justification. Although Thirumali does not explicitly make this connection, the beliefs 

outlined by the peasants closely match up with the basic tenets of Marx’s labor theory of 

value.195 So, even before the insertion of the Communist Party in the Telangana struggle, 

the peasants had begun to develop a theoretical framework for their struggle based on 

their experiences, and not on the importation of a European ideology, Marxism, about 

capitalism and class.196  

 So though scholars have written about the peasants in the Telangana movement as 

docile and meek, this situation was not quite as it appeared on the surface. It is possible 

that this perspective emerged because the written record available to the researchers lies 

mostly in CP and INC records and documents, and the legal and official press of the time. 

The former documents would of course highlight the role of the CP implicitly, as they 

were written from CP cadres’ perspectives and may not cover the events in the movement 

that were not directly related to the party. The latter documents may also point to an 

exaggerated role for the CP, as they reflected the elitist opinions of the landlords, 

government officials, and the British colonial administration, none of whom believed that 
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the peasantry could launch a coordinated movement of their own volition. However, the 

appearance of a docile peasantry was a strategy for survival. Obsequious submission to 

doras was necessary for the continued existence of the class.197 However, when the AMS 

emerged, the peasants were ready to join it and move quickly. This point does not refute 

the fact that the AMS served the role of a catalyst for action, but it could not have been 

successful if a mass of peasants were not already willing to act.  

  As mentioned above, the AMS was transformed into a people’s organization. 

Although the work of the Communist Party in spreading the organization through the 

villages was critical to the AMS’s success, it was transformed into a popular organization 

through pressure from below. It was the peasant leadership who initiated the first open 

confrontation with the state over grain levies during a time of famine, and who 

coordinated the first armed struggle. This shift politicized and generalized the struggle 

against the landlords into one against the repression of the Nizam, an effort that drew 

support from a wide range of the population living in Telangana and in Hyderabad.198 

 It is also important to draw a distinction between the different levels of leadership 

among Communists. Local party activists such as Makhdoom did have personal 

connections and relationships with the people and places they were organizing. The local 

CP apparatus often took a different line on issues than the national CPI or the Comintern. 

Sometimes the national CPI was at odds with the Comintern.  For example, in following 

an increasingly aggressive policy against the Imperialist War and against the Congress 
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party where the Comintern advised moderation, is an example of the dissonance between 

the goals and principles of the local and national CP on the one hand and the Comintern 

on the other.199 The Comintern knew that in the future the interests of the Soviet Union 

would might cause them to change their policies, but there would be no change in interest 

for Indians who refused to fight in the wars of their colonizers or collaboration with the 

national bourgeoisie who wished to stamp out class struggle.  

 The work of Makhdoom’s local CP organization was often at odds with the 

national leadership. In 1942, as the CPI has fallen into favor with the British through their 

People’s War policy, promised to work to increase industrial production, meaning that 

they would attempt to “minimize strikes.” Eventually national CPI leaders argue to end 

strikes altogether.200 Yet this was at the height of the trade union organizing work in 

Hyderabad, of which strikes and work stoppages were an important tool; work that 

Makhdoom and other Communists participated in with much gusto.  

 Similarly, the Telangana movement, particularly its armed element in later years, 

did not fall under the dictates of the national CPI. In a report to the national CPI, the 

Andhra committee did not even mention the struggle, although it was at its height.201 

After the movement was over, they abandoned the aim of land reform in their attempts to 

win greater electoral power.202 In fact, the experience of Telangana caused a 

radicalization among the national CPI, as the national split over the question of 
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continuing the armed struggle led eventually into the organizational split resulting in the 

CPI and the CPI-M, the latter being more strongly influence by Maoism and its emphasis 

on the peasantry and guerilla warfare.203 

 

 Although earlier studies of the Telangana people’s movement had attributed the 

agency of the movement to the Communist Party, whose cadres were initially composed 

of mostly male youth from the middle and upper classes of the village and the city, the 

general perspective, perhaps since the emergence of Subaltern Studies, is that the 

peasants were active participants in the movement, and in fact, after the accession of 

Hyderabad state to the Indian Union, the peasant cadres were the sole agents of what had 

become an armed struggle against the Congress-dominated government of the state of 

Andhra Pradesh. Most of the higher-ranking CP cadre went underground, to the forest 

areas of Telangana, as a response to repression from the young postcolonial state. Many 

peasants who remained in the villages saw this as a betrayal of the movement that they 

had built together. Nevertheless, the CP had been successful in the earlier years of the 

movement, in generalizing and broadening the struggle out into the various layers of 

peasant society in Telangana. The role of the CP in the movement does appear to be 

crucial to its success in setting up dual power structures in a great number of villages and 

the movement’s survival over many years of repression.204  
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 On the other hand, others argue that the CP did much to inhibit the movement 

from growing to its true potential. Rajeswara Rao, a CP cadre who was active in the 

movement argues that, in retrospect, extending the armed struggle against the post-Nizam 

state was a mistake. The majority of people in Telangana supported the armed struggle 

against the Nizam and were critical of Congress’ attempts to negotiate with the Nizam. 

However, after the Nizam’s deposition, most people were understandably worn down by 

the years of repression and resistance, as well as the general malaise following Partition 

in South Asia. The armed resistance movement lost support and was crushed under 

increasing state repression. Rao attributes this inability of the CP to change directions and 

respond flexibly to new conditions to their sectarian and dogmatic nature.205   

 Ghanshyam Shah writes that 

 … Many studies point out that like the Congress, though for different reasons, leftist 

parties also obstructed the growth of peasant struggles in the forties. Though the parties of the left 

organized agricultural laborers and also occasionally provided leadership in launching their 

strikes, they did not pay them much attention for strategic reasons. According to them agricultural 

laborers did not have the revolutionary potential to lead the movement. As a result, the non-party 

groups organized agricultural laborers in different parts of the country and launched their 

struggles, though these struggles have remained localized and led to limited gains.206 
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 Since the Communist Party in Telangana acted upon a mechanical understanding 

of revolution as either following the “Russian path” or the “Chinese” path, they decided 

that their situation in India matched up more closely to that of the Chinese situation, and 

therefore, their revolution should take the same course.207 The Chinese revolution was 

mainly rooted in the peasantry in China, as opposed to the urban working class in the 

Russian Revolution.  

 Due to this rigidity on the part of the Communist Party, at certain times the mass 

of peasants involved in the movement did not feel that the CP moved quickly enough. For 

instance, for many years the CP avoided taking on the Nizam’s government directly and 

kept the doras as their targets. However, once the peasants were ready to fight the 

Nizam’s forces directly, the CP acted as a drag on this momentum, and ended up tailing 

the bulk of the peasants. This reflects trends in various revolutionary movements, as 

pointed out by Tony Cliff in his biographies of Lenin and the Russian Revolution.208    

 It is not clear how much of this drag on the movement was caused by the CPI’s 

close connection with the Soviet Union and the Third International. Stalin’s position at 

the time was that since ostensibly the Soviet Union represented the only successful 

socialist project to date, the forces of the Communist Party internationally had to 

prioritize the stability of the Soviet state apparatus above all else. This meant that CP 

cadre in postcolonial countries were expected to collaborate with the nationalist 
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bourgeoisie to keep third world countries friendly to the Soviet Union,209 even if it meant 

compromising the demands of the working classes and peasantry in those countries. 

 Despite the authoritarian nature of the Communist Party (particularly the Stalinist 

brand of Communism) the CPI did not blindly follow orders given by Stalin or the Third 

International. M.N. Roy in particular was an outspoken Communist Party leader who 

refused to sacrifice the needs of democratic movements in India.210  

 In short, the Communist Party’s organizational affiliation with the Soviet Union, 

the influence Maoist ideology had over it, the repression faced by revolutionary 

organizations under both the colonial and postcolonial state, and the sectarian nature of 

the organization can all be seen as probable hindrances to the success of the Telangana 

people’s movement. On the other hand, the cohesive political ideology, the organizational 

strength of fulltime cadres dedicated to the struggle, and their ability to work relatively 

well with the non-cadre peasants in the movement were all vital to the strength and 

prolongation of the movement.  

 

The Nationalist Movement 

 During the “imperialist war” period, the Comintern instructed the CPI to work 

with the Congress party under a united front basis. The Comintern took the position that 

the national bourgeoisie were also anti-imperialist, and their shared objectives would 
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allow them to work together. However, the CPI slowly began to disregard this directive 

and began to be openly critical of Congress.  

 “In October, 1940, the CPI issued a statement which charged the Gandhian 

leadership with ‘bankruptcy’ and ‘hypocrisy,’ and accused it of sabotaging the national 

struggle and ‘maneuvering for a suitable compromise.’ In this statement, moreover, the 

CPI not only denounced the ‘right wing’ of the Congress, but added to its roster of 

enemies certain erstwhile ‘radical’ allies within the Congress, including Nehru himself; 

Nehru’s role, said the CPI, was ‘to bark at the Communists and to hang revolutionary 

drapings round the Working Committee resolutions.’”211  

 

Throughout the 1940s, the relationship between the Indian National Congress and the 

CPI became more and more embittered.212 The split within the Hyderabad AMS was one 

example of this.  

 Beyond the orientation to the national struggle, the CPI and Congress differed 

greatly in their orientation to the working classes and peasantry. Although Gandhi placed 

high expectations on the peasantry rhetorically and argued that swaraj depended on the 

participation of the peasantry, he did not support the emergence of class struggle in India. 

He maintained a position of “class adjustment” for the peasantry, meaning that they 

should submit to the rule of the landlords. Although the landlord classes had always aided 

the British in crushing nationalist agitation, the Congress party still remained committed 

to supporting their political interests, as they did not think a nationalist Indian 

government could emerge without the participation of the bourgeoisie.213 In fact, the 
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Congress party did not take much initiative to reach out to the struggles emerging from 

the peasantry; rather, it was the peasantry who reached out to them.214 Despite merely 

giving lip service to the peasantry, general perceptions of Gandhi among them remained 

favorable during the 1930s, in part because there appeared to be no other viable allies to 

support them.215 Similarly, Congress did not support the emerging class struggle 

emanating from the nascent working classes of India. Lieten argues that Gandhi’s true 

political success lay in the cultivation of a “passive revolution”, one in which the 

bourgeoisie would be able to rally the masses for their own purposes and yet avoid actual 

militant action in the interests of the exploited classes.216  

 In Bengal, the nationalist movement attempted to harness the peasant movement 

for their own aims. Chatterjee demonstrates how the nationalists viewed peasants as 

objects and not as agents of history.217 In Telangana, sections of the Indian National 

Congress attempted to influence the peasant movement, but they were not successful in 

co-opting it for their own purposes.  

 

Partition and Hyderabad 

 Partition was and continues to be a defining moment in the history and 

imagination of South Asia. It was the largest forced migration recorded in history, with 

some 12.5 million displaced by the chaos and violence and another estimated 700,000- 1 
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million people losing their lives. Although the British drew borders between India and 

Pakistan in their last act as colonizers, they allowed the princely states of British India to 

choose which country they would accede to. Although Hyderabad was engulfed by it, the 

Nizam refused to accede to the newly formed Indian Union. The movement for an 

independent Hyderabad had been effective enough for the Nizam to attempt this last 

stand.  

 He attempted to stir up communal tensions, and did manage to get some Muslims 

to join up with a private militia, the razakars, that were responsible for a great deal of 

atrocious communal violence. However, the Telangana movement did well to avoid 

communal tensions on their part, and the literature on the movement is replete with the 

efforts of progressive Muslims in the CP and the AMS fighting against the Nizam.218 

However, all Muslims were to some degree affected by the backlash against the Razakars 

in Hyderabad. When the government of India took over Hyderabad following the Police 

Action, they removed many Muslims from positions of power in the local government 

and placed others in jail, assigning the notoriety of the Razakars to Muslims not 

necessarily associated with their acts.219  

 

The End of An Era 

 Makhdoom was finally, and dramatically, arrested by the Nizam’s state in May of 

1951. He had been hidden in a friend’s house near Osmania University, leisurely playing 
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a game of chess. The police surrounded the house on all sides and demanded that he 

emerge. He remained in jail until January of 1952.  Despite the lighthearted stories 

recounted from Makhdoom’s earlier stays in prison, this experience was not pleasant. He 

had been evading the state for many years. The new national state did not look kindly on 

Communists, who were their greatest political competitors in many parts of India. In 

prison, Makhdoom was lonely and faced great hardship. The jail was dirty, smelly and 

bug-infested.220 During this time, Makhdoom wrote the poem, Qaid, one of his most 

well-known. 

 
 
qed 
 
qed he qed kee meyaad neheeN  

jor he jor kee faryaad neheeN, daad neheeN 

raat he raat kee khaamoosh he tanhaa’ee he 

door mahbas kee faseeloN se bahot door keheeN 

seena’e shaher kee gehraa’ee se gHanToN kee sadaa aatee he 

choNk jaata he dimaagh 

jHilmilaa jaatee he anfaas kee lo 

jaag uTHtee he meree shama-e shabastaan-e kheyaal 

zindagaanee kee ek ek baat kee yaad aatee he 

shaah raahoN meN galee koochoN meN insaanoN kee bHeeR 

un ka masroof qadam 

un ke maatHe peh taraddud ke naqosh 

un kee aankHoN meN gham-e dosh or andesha’e farda ka kheyaal 

sekRoN laakHoN qadam 

sekRoN laakHoN awaam 
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sekRoN laakHoN dHarakte hoo’e insaanoN ke dil 

jor-e shaahee se ghameeN, jabar-e seeyaasat se niDHaal 

jaane kis moR peh yeh dHan se dHaar ka ho jaa’eN 

saalehaa saal kee afsurda o majboor jawaanee kee umang 

toQ o zanjeer se lipaTee hoo’ee sejaatee he 

karwaTeN lene meN zanjeer kee jHanjaar ka shor 

khwaab meN zest kee shorish ka pata deta he 

mujHe gham he ke mera gunj-e giraaN maaya’e umar 

nazar-e zindaaN hoowaa 

 

(santral jel hedarabaad dakan) 
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Imprisonment 

 

Imprisonment, yet no end to the sentence.  

The pleas of the oppressed are themselves repressed. This is no kind of justice.  

Night, the silence of night, loneliness.  

Far. The walls of the prison are far from anywhere.  

Yet, from the deep heart of the city travels the call of the hours. 

The mind is startled. 

From breath a flame begins to glitter.  

The candle of my chamber of meditation awakes and rises.  

Life's every lesson, every memory comes to mind.  

On the highways, in the streets and alleys, a convergence of humanity. 

Their active steps. 

Apprehension has carved itself onto their foreheads.  

With their eyes, they mourn the past and fear for tomorrow. 

Thousands and millions of steps 

Thousands and millions of masses 

Thousands and millions of bodies' throbbing hearts 

Dejected by the limits of politics and run down from the tyranny of rulers. 

Which road to take from here? From such a legacy an explosion is inevitable. 

For countless years, wretched and vulnerable youth and their fundamental desires.  

Wrapping themselves in chains and iron collars, they fall into sleep.  

Tossing and turning, the noise of chains twinkling. 

Even in dreams, a glimmer of the world's clamor.  

I am sorrowed that my epoch of undesired wealth 

has offered the gift of prison. 

Why not a gift of a country liberated from prisons? 

 

(Central Jail, Hyderabad Deccan.) 221 
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Chapter 4 Twilight 1951-1969 

 

azaadee-e watan 

 

kaho hindoostaaN kee je kaho hindoostaaN kee je 

 

qasam he khooN se seenche hoo’e rangeeN gulistaaN kee 

qasam he khoon-e dihqaaN kee qasam khoon-e shaheedaaN kee 

yeh mumkin he ke dunyaa ke samandar khashk ho jaa’eeN 

jalaana chHoR deN dozakh ke angaare yeh mumkin he 

rawaanee tark kar de barq ke dHaare yeh mumkin he 

zameen-e paak ab naapaa kyooN ko DHo neheeN saktee 

 

kaho hindoostaan kee je  kaho hindoostaan kee je 

 

woh hindee nojawaaN yaanee akambar daar-e aazaadee 

watan ka paasbaaN woh tegh johar daar-e aazaadee 

woh paakeeza sharaara bijleeoN ne jis ko dHoyaa he 

woh angaara ke jis meN zest ne khood ko samoya he 

woh shama-e zindagaanee aandHeeoN ne jis ko sambHaala he 

woh THokar jis se geetee laraza barandaam rehtee he 

woh dHaara jis ke seene par amal kee naa’o bahetee he 

chHuptee khaamoosh aa heN shor-e mehshar ban kar niklee heN 

badal dee nojawaaN-e hind ne taqdeer zindaaN kee 

 

mujaahid kee nazar se kaT ge’ee zanjeer zindaaN kee 

 

kaho hindoostaan kee je 

kaho hindoostaan kee je 

 



 cv 

 

The Liberated Country 

 

 

The oath of blood, irrigated colors of the garden 

An oath of blood of villagers, a oath of blood of martyrs. 

It is possible that the world's oceans will dry out. 

It is possible that the river, after all its flowing, will tire and go to sleep. 

Forsake the flowing of the lightning's edge, this is possible. 

Leave the burning to the embers of hell. This is possible. 

The pure ground now can bear up the impure.  

The country's candle of freedom can never be extinguished. 

 

Cry for India's Freedom  Cry for India's Freedom 

 

Those Indian youth, by whom I mean the agents of liberation. 

The country's sentinels, those swords skilled in liberation. 

That pure spark cleansed by lightning. 

That ember with which the world mixes itself. 

That flame that living blind ones have encountered. 

Such a boat that in storms survived on its own. 

That voice from which the world's land masses remain in tremors. 

That current in whose center a boat of action is set afloat. 

Repressed sparks have come, become the sun of the east and departed. 

India's youth have changed their living destiny.  

The gaze of the freedom fighter has cut the chains from existence. 

 

Cry India's Freedom  Cry India's Freedom.222 
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 In the last decades of his life, Makhdoom never ceased his political and literary 

endeavors or even tempered the intensity with which he approached them. However, 

post-Partition India was a very different situation for revolutionaries, and the nature of his 

work and his poetry was transformed by these new circumstances.  

 

Political Activity 

 In January of 1952, Makhdoom was released from prison along with many other 

Communist Party leaders. They were explicitly released so that they could participate in 

the first elections of the newly independent Indian state. Congress was dominant in these 

elections, but the Communist Party along with other leftist organizations established the 

People’s Democratic Front as the electoral opposition. By this point, Makhdoom had 

conceded that the time for armed struggle was over and he was prepared to join the 

Communist Party in participating in the elections.223  

 Makhdoom ran for a seat in the Hyderabad legislative assembly but, despite his 

popularity and reputation, lost the election. However, he participated in campaign rallies 

which hundreds of thousands of people are reported to have attended, attesting to his 

strength as an orator. He was elected eventually in a byelection for the Huzurnagar seat to 

the Assembly. Makhdoom lost another election to the Hyderabad Assembly in 1957 and 

the Communist Party elected instead to have him serve as the Opposition leader of the 

Legislative Assembly.224  
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 Makhdoom also worked to revive the trade union movement in Hyderabad and 

also held the post of the Communist Party secretary for Hyderabad city. In early 1953, 

the All-India Trade Union Congress selected him as their representative to the World 

Federation of Trade Unions in Vienna. He worked there until 1954, when he returned to 

India for the AITUC conference in Calcutta and was elected as one of the joint secretaries 

for the congress. Makhdoom then moved to Delhi to work at the AITUC headquarters. 

He toured the country and advised local trade union organizations regarding their 

work.225  

 Makhdoom spent the years 1952 to 1955 traveling abroad and within India. 

Although his purpose was to participate in worker and peace movements, he also learned 

a great deal about other parts of the world and saw with his own eyes the effects of World 

War II on the Third World and Communist states. He visited the Soviet Union, China, 

several Eastern European countries, Sri Lanka, and a few African states.  

 Despite the distant relationship with his family, further exacerbated by his long 

absences from Hyderabad, Makhdoom still felt financially responsible for his wife and 

children. Once they were older, Makhdoom wrote letters to his son expressing anguish 

that he could not send them money from abroad.226 However, Makhdoom did not believe 

in accumulating money and did not even have a bank account. If he ever mentioned his 

financial problems to his friends, he did so without revealing his deep concern for the 

welfare of his family. Eventually, after his death, the local Communist Party branch 
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provided enough money for his wife and children to buy a house in order to ensure a 

stable roof over their heads. 

 In 1956, the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was held 

and Khruschev gave a speech that was to alarm many people, party members and non-

members alike, and to indicate the growing authoritarianism of the Soviet Union. The 

Soviet Union launched a military intervention against a worker-led revolution in Hungary 

in that same year. 227 The Chinese Communist state attacked India in 1962; an action 

which was to split the CPI into two separate parties, one Stalinist, one Maoist. 

Makhdoom remained in the Stalinist party, which was critical of the Chinese attacks. The 

Chinese cultural revolution of 1966-76 was rife with violence and chaos. Makhdoom was 

deeply disturbed this turn of events.228 “During the last days of his eventful life, 

Makhdoom was disappointed with the internal strife in the Communist Party as well as 

the way in which the Soviet regime was treating East European nations. But his 

commitment to the Communist Party continued and he would not tolerate the slightest 

criticism against it.”229  

 Later in life, as his political activities were limited to those of a CPI functionary, 

Makhdoom developed a deep intolerance for criticism of the party, whether it held any 

truth or not. In a section of his biography entitled “Firm Belief and Devotion to the Party” 

Shaz recounts an incident in which many members of the party were sitting together 
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discussing politics, and Makhdoom became extremely angry when a comrade speculated 

that Stalin’s power was waning and the Maoists were gaining power.230  

 During this last period of his life, Makhdoom was to experience the solidifying of 

hostility between Pakistan and India and the secession of East Pakistan and its 

transformation into Bangladesh. The anti-imperialist sentiment which once served as a 

glue, however fragile, to the nationalist movement was no more. The Nehru government 

increasingly targeted workers and peasants in their struggles for better living and working 

conditions. While Nehru participated in the Bandung Conference and placed India within 

the Non-Aligned movement, he nevertheless played the United States and Soviet Union 

off against each other, trying to maneuver India into the best position possible on the 

international scene. The Congress party was now officially entrenched as the ruling class, 

and no longer had any grassroots connection to a popular social movement. 

 Just like the PWA and the Congress Party, the CPI found itself moving further 

and further away from the interests and activity of the peasantry and working classes. 

They were rather more concerned with electoral politics and playing the role of the loyal 

opposition than with advancing class struggle in India. The split of the CPI into separate 

organizations reflected the inclination of Maoists to disavow electoral politics and 

continue to engage in peasant-led armed struggle, following the example of the Chinese 

Communist Party.  If Makhdoom ever lamented this turn from people’s movements to 

government bureaucracy and power plays, it was never publicly recorded. 
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Makhdoom’s Literary Activity and the Demise of the AIPWA 

 

chaand taaroN kee ban 

(aazaadee se pehele, baad or aage)  

 

mom kee tara jalte rahe ham shaheedoN kee tan 

raat bHar jHalmalaatee rehee shama-e subh-e watan 

raat bHar jagmagaata rahaa chaand taaroN ka ban 

tashnagee tHee magar 

 

tishnagee meN bHee sar shaar tHe 

peeyaasee aankHoN ke khaalee katoreN lee’e  

muntazir mard o zan 

masteeyaaN khatam madHosheeaaN khatam tHee, khatam tHaa baankpan 

raat ke jagmagaaate dehakte badan 

 

subh dam ek deewaar-e gham ban ge 

khaar zaar-e alam ban ge 

raat kee sheh ragoN ka uchHalta lahoo 

joo’e khooN ban geyaa 

kuchH imamaan-e sad makar o fan 

un kee saaNsoN meN afee kee pHooNkaar tHee 

in ke seene meN nifrat ka kaala DHoowaaN  

ek kameeN gaah se  

pHeNk kar apnee nok-e zabaaN 

khoon-e noor-e saher pee ge 

 

raat kee talchHaTeN heN andHera bHee he 

subh ka kuchH ujaala, ujaala bHee he 

hamdamo 

haatH meN haatH do  
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soo’e manzil chalo 

manzil pyaar kee 

manzileN daar kee  

koo’e dildaar kee manzileN  

dosh par apnee apnee uTHaa’e chalo 

 

 

Celestial Forest 

(Before, after and ahead of Independence.) 

 

Burning like wax the bodies of us martyrs 

All night it flickers flame of the morning of the country 

All night it twinkles the celestial forest 

Also in thirst/longing we/they were inebriated 

For the empty saucers of thirsty eyes 

Men and women waiting/on the lookout 

The buzz ended, drunken unconsciousness was finished, cuteness was over 

Night’s flickering bodies ablaze 

 

The moment of morning has become a wall of sorrow 

The thorn has become a place of affliction  

The jumping blood of the king of night 

Yokes have become blood 

Some leadership of one hundred artful and cunning ones 

In their breaths were the exhalation of serpents 

In their chests, the black winds of hate 

From one place of ambush 

Having thrown their tips of tongues (by heart?) 

The blood of light of poison has been drunk 

 

There are the sediments of night There is also the darkness 
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Some trap of morning, a trap is also set 

Friends! 

Clasp your hands together  

In the direction of the destination 

The goal of love 

The goal of the corner of the eye of the Beloved 

With blame lift your crosses and come231 

 

 Gour reports that Makhdoom did not write during the years he spent abroad. He 

apparently began to write profusely in 1956, once he had returned to India. Gour explains 

that this hiatus was necessary for Makhdoom to process all the changes that had 

happened to the movements he had been involved in and the new India, as well as the 

post-WWII international order.232 However, Makhdoom did write a number of essays 

during this time, many of which found their way into a collection of his essays published 

in 1980 under the title Buggie ke Peeche Chhokra (The Lad Behind the Carriage.) The 

initial essays in this collection are autobiographical and detail his developing political 

inclinations in his childhood hatred for the Nizam and his love for the oppressed and 

exploited classes. He also writes about his later experiences in mushairas in Hyderabad, 

the style of recitation of various Hyderabadi poets as well as his critiques and suggestions 

for future mushairas. The essays that take up his experiences abroad are not a complete 

travelogue; rather, they serve as snapshots of the political experiences he had in his later 

years.233  
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 Once Makhdoom emerged from prison and no longer had to live underground, he 

entered a period of his literary life where he could recite his poetry publicly at political 

gatherings and mushairas.234 In 1961, Makhdoom published his second collection of 

poems entitled Gul-e-Tar (The Fresh Rose). After 1956, Makhdoom continued to write 

the nazms, or free verse poems, that he was well known for, but turned to writing ghazals 

for the first time. Ghazals were commonly associated with romantic poetry and not the 

progressive tradition, and this turn is part of what led people to question his relationship 

to revolutionary politics during this period of his life.  

 People adored Makhdoom, but he was also sometimes humbled by them. Mujtaba 

Hussain recalls a trick he played on Makhdoom after the poet had been nearly lecturing 

on how poets should not be overly concerned with fame or advancing their reputation. 

Hussain mentioned to Makhdoom shortly after this that he had seen Makhdoom’s name 

mentioned in a prominent Delhi magazine that could be found at a local booksellers. 

Makhdoom “feigned indifference” but then suddenly rose and left the gathering. Hussain 

was certain that Makhdoom was headed for the booksellers and left to intercept him 

there. He found Makhdoom scouring the bookshelves, searching for his name. When 

Makhdoom found that he had been tricked, he accepted it with good humor and 

humility.235  

 As was the case with many progressive poets during this time, Makhdoom found 

an audience for his poetry in the Bombay film industry. Sipahi was made famous by its 
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inclusion in the movie Is Ne Kiha Tha (This Was Said). His poem Charagar (The Healer) 

was highly sought after as a film song by many different directors but was eventually 

included in an obscure film entitled Chachacha. Just before his death he wrote two songs 

for the film Barsaat (Monsoon), but the death of the director shortly after prevented 

either song from being recorded. This was the first time in Makhdoom’s literary life that 

he had expressly set out to write song lyrics and not poetry. Most famously, Makhdoom’s 

ghazal Phir ChHiRee Raat, Baat PHoolon Kee (Another Open Night, Talk of Flowers) 

was sung by Lata Mangeshkar and Talat Aziz for the 1982 film, Bazaar (Marketplace).   

 

pHir chHiRee raat baat pHooloN kee 

raat he yaa baraat pHooloN kee 

pHool ke haar, pHool ke gajre 

shaam pHooloN kee, raat pHooloN kee 

aap ka saatH, saatH pHooloN kee 

nazareN miltee heN, jaam milte heN 

mil rahee he heyaat pHooloN kee 

kon deta he jaan pHooloN par 

kon karta he baat pHooloN kee 

woh sharafat to dil ko saatH ge’ee  

luT ge’ee kaa’enaat pHooloN kee 

ab kise he dimaagh-e tohmat-e ishq 

kon sunta he baat pHooloN kee  

mere dil meN saroor-e subh-e bahaar 

teree aankHoN meN raat pHooloN kee 

pHool kilte reheeN ge dunyaa meN  

roz niklegee baat pHooloN kee 

yeh mahektee hoo’ee ghazal makhdoom  
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jese sehraa meN raat pHooloN kee 

 

*** 

 

usee adaa se baNkpan ke saatH aa’o  

pHir ek baar usee anjuman ke saatH aa’o 

ham apne ek dil-e be khata ke saatH aa’eeN  

tum apne mehshar-e daar o rasan ke saatH aa’o 

 

Another Open Night, Talk of Flowers 

Is it night or a bridal procession of flowers 

Garlands of flowers, bracelets of flowers 

An evening of flowers, a night of flowers 

With you, with flowers 

Your speech, talk of flowers 

Our eyes meet, our lips meet wine 

We stumble upon a life of flowers 

Who gives their life for flowers? 

Who speaks of flowers? 

That virtue went with the heart.  

It returned with the universe of flowers 

Now whose mind casts doubt upon love? 

Who listens to talk of flowers? 

In my heart there is the delight of the dawn of spring 

In your eyes the flowers of night 

Flowers continue to bloom in the world 

Everyday talk of flowers continues 

This fragrant ghazal Makhdoom 

Just as in the desert the night of flowers 

 

*** 
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From that very grace, come with that beauty 

One more time, come with that very union  

I have come with my innocent heart 

Come with your tumultuous place and heart236 

  

 Although he was emerging as a literary figure even outside of Hyderabad, 

Makhdoom began to distance himself from the AIPWA.  

 “Makhdoom was critical of Socialist Realism and was not happy with Sajjad 

Zaheer’s attempts to revive the Progressive Writers’ Association post independence. 

Makhdoom believed that writers and artists should not be divided on ideological grounds 

or on the basis of Marxist tools of analysis. He felt the glorious cultural heritage of the 

progressive writers provided enough philosophical insights for the reconstruction of a 

more rational ethos in a scientific age.”237  
 

 Makhdoom’s sentiments were formed during a period of the PWA’s history in 

which the official organizational policy became one of policing other writers’ literary 

works and deep sectarianism. These policies were influenced by the Stalinist cultural 

policy of Social Realism. In Pakistan, authors like Sadaat Hasan Manto and Ismat 

Chughtai were criticized as vulgar and obscene for broaching questions of sexual 

violence and queer sexuality, respectively, in their short stories. Coppola quotes Ali 

Sardar Jaffrey,  

 At this point some progressive critics took on the aspect of an inquisition. Instead 

of producing theoretical clarity by means of checking tendencies, criticism and 

developing progressive literature, they chose to state that there was no place in the 
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movement for the writer who was not one hundred percent progressive. Instead of 

criticizing the conservatism and opportunism of some literary magazines, they started to 

boycott them. The progressive movement and association were greatly harmed by this 

mistake and great many writers cuts themselves off from the movement…238  

 
 In turn, many writers, including Faiz Ahmed Faiz, resisted the attempts of the 

national Pakistan PWA’s leadership to manage their writing.  

 The PWA began to move away from their original mission in other ways, as well. 

The official policy and leadership began to define “progressive” literature through 

content alone, when previously the use of colloquial language that was comprehensible to 

non-elites was an important component of progressive literature. The new works 

endorsed by the PWA moved farther and farther away from the common people they 

once extolled.239  

 The PWA for all purposes fell apart after Partition, although the Progressive 

movement in South Asian literature continued on. Krishan Chander made a statement in 

1965 at the 30th anniversary meeting of the PWA in which he gave two reasons for its 

demise; the disappointment, grief and confusion surrounding the Parition of India and 

Pakistan and the abrupt and violent end to the Telangana peasant’s movement. Chander 

argued that what had been distinctive about the progressive movement was its origins in 

the self-activity of masses of ordinary people, and their downfall lay in the PWA’s 

dissociation from this activity.240 Of this report, Coppola writes,  

                                                
238 Coppola, “Urdu Poetry,” 297.  
239 Ibid., 305.  
240 Ibid., 308.  



 cxviii 

“This report offers very little in the way of objective analysis of the movement’s present 

situation, nor does it offer any positive suggestions as to how to change the situation. 

Krishan Chander’s suggestion that the movement fell to pieces over Partition and 

Telangana issues does have some validity. However, he attributes the literary pogrom of 

the late 1940’s to the internal problems of the movement rather than to problems posed 

from the CPI or from the outside.”241  
 

Death and Commemoration 

 Upon his death, the trade unions and the Communist Party raised money to buy a 

small house for Makhdoom’s family. Makhdoom had served as a member of the Andhra 

Pradesh housing board as part of his legislative duties, but when asked whether upon 

retirement he would reserve a house for himself, he looked up towards the sky and said, 

“I have a house there.” He was opposed to the graft and corruption that would occur 

along communal lines in the housing board’s activities and was not susceptible to 

pressure by fellow Muslims who assumed that their shared communal identity would gain 

them his favor.242  

 Even before his death, Makhdoom was celebrated by memorial activities. In 1966, 

a three-day festival called Jashan-e-Makhdoom (Festival of Makhdoom) was held in 

Hyderabad. An opening gathering entitled “Peela Dushala” was held in which 

Makhdoom was adorned with a Yellow Scarf in honor of his first famous poem, and all 

the women in attendance wore yellow. Members of the Fine Arts Academy of Hyderabad 

rendered the poem Peela Dushala into a qawwali and performed it to an excited crowd. 

                                                
241 Ibid., 313.  
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Meetings were called in which Makhdoom’s many services were extolled. These 

meetings were presided over by the eminent Progressive writers and literary critics, 

Sajjad Zaheer and Ali Sardar Jafri. Makhdoom was granted an honorary doctorate degree 

from Osmania University and his picture was placed in the Urdu building on campus. 

Finally, the events concluded with a mushaira in which Makhdoom recited his poetry, 

along with Ali Sardar Jafri, Sahir Ludhviani and other notable poets, including languages 

other than Urdu and poets who hailed from outside of Hyderabad. As part of these 

festivities, a collection of Makhdoom’s poetry, including the content of his first two 

books of poetry as well as poems written after 1961 was published under the name of 

Bisaat-e-Raqs (The Dance Floor).243  

 Makhdoom passed away on the morning of August 25th, 1969 in a hospital in 

Delhi. Until his last days he had been active in political and literary circles and the night 

before he was hospitalized he was up late enjoying the revelry and dancing at a mushaira. 

He suffered a massive heart attack and spent a few weeks in the hospital before passing 

away. The doctors called for his closest friends and relatives and he spent his last days in 

the company of Raj Bahadur Gour.244  

 When the airplane carrying his remains landed at the Begumpet airport, hundreds 

of his admirers were there to meet him. Just as in life, his death took on a controversial 

tone as some family members objected to a red flag being used as his shroud when 

Muslim traditions called for a plain white cloth. Some onlookers even objected to the 
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religious namaaz-e-janaza (prayer for the dead) being read for him as they argued that he 

was not truly a Muslim. On his grave, a memorial marker was placed upon which was 

inscribed one of his own couplets, which read: 

 bazam se door woh gaataa rahaa tanhaa tanhaa 

 so geyaa saaz peh sar rukH ke saher se pehele 

 

Far from the meeting he sings alone alone 

He has fallen asleep over his lute before the dawn245  

 

Memorial gatherings were held in his honor across the country. The meetings continued 

on in Hyderabad for a week after his burial.246  

 Long after his death, Makhdoom continued to be remembered and commemorated 

for his literary and political achievements. The Makhdoom Bhavan (House or 

Makhdoom) was established in 1976 as the Communist Party headquarters in Hyderabad 

and was used for political education classes as well as party meetings. The Makhdoom 

Bhavan is still in use today.  

 At some point, a statue of Makhdoom was placed among 30-40 other statues of 

Andhra Pradesh’s most notable personalities along the Tank Bund Road. The Tank Bund 

Road serves as a dam to the Hussain Sagar Lake and also connects the twin cities of 

Hyderabad and Secunderabad.247   
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 Beginning in 1980, the Andhra Pradesh Urdu Academy began to give away cash 

awards to prominent writers in various genres under the name of the Makhdoom Literary 

Award. Ali Sardar Jaffrey and Ismat Chughtai were two of the first authors who they 

honored. They have continued giving out awards in Makhdoom’s name to this day. In 

2008, the Alam Khundmiri Foundation celebrated a series of events in honor of the 

centenary of Makhdoom’s birth. These events were just a few among the many events 

that commemorated Makhdoom that year, in Hyderabad as well as in places as far away 

as London and Montreal. 248    

 And even Faiz Ahmed Faiz, that master of romantic and Progressive Urdu poetry, 

wrote this ode to Makhdoom, borrowing the meter and refrain from one of Makhdoom’s 

very own ghazals.  

 

Makhdoom kee yaad meN 

aap kee yaad aatee raat bHar 

chaaNdnee dil dukhaatee rahee raat bHar 

gaah jaltee hoo’ee, gaah bajtee hoo’ee 

shama’e gham jHilmilaatee rahee raat bHar 

ko’ee khooshboo badaltee rahee perhan 

ko’ee tasweer gaatee rahee raat bHar 

pHir sabaa saayaa-e shaakh-e gul ke tale 

ko’ee qissa sunaatee rahee raat bHar 

jo naa aataa use ko’ee zanjeer’e dar 

har sadaa peh bulaatee rahee raat bHar 

ek umeed se dil bahaltaa rahaa 

Ik tamanna sataatee rahee raat bHar 
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Your memory keeps coming back to me all night long 

The heart is sorrowful all night long 

The place is burning, its ringing 

The flame of sorrow flickers all night long 

Some sweet smell changes its appearance 

A picture sings all night long 

Again the zephyr shadow at the foot of the flower branch 

Someone tells a story all night long 

The one who does not come, to him comes a bearer of daggers 

In every cry it calls all night long 

The heart constantly changes due to one hope 

One wish bothers it all night long 
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Conclusion 

sannaaTa  

 

ko’ee dHaRkan  

naa ko’ee chaap  

naa sanchal  

naa ko’ee moj  

naa kisee saaNs kee garmee  

naa badan  

 

*** 

 

ese sunaTe meN ek aadH to patta kHaRke  

ko’ee pigHlaa hoowa motee  

ko’ee aaNsoo  

ko’ee dil  

kuchH bHee neheeN  

kithnee sunsaan he yeh raah guzar  

ko’ee rukhsaar to chamake, ko’ee bijlee to gire 

 

 

The Silence 

 

A heartbeat 

No sound of footsteps 

No footfall 

No wave 

No tumult 

No warmth from another’s breath 

No body 

In this kind of silence at the least a leaf should rustle 
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A melted pearl 

A tear 

A heart  

But there is nothing at all 

How desolate this path is! 

There should be a flashing beauty, 

or at least a lightening bolt. 249 

 

 This biography covered the 60 years of Makhdoom Mohiuddin’s life, a time 

period that was uncomparable for its occurrences of war and political transformation 

throughout the entire world. Makhdoom submerged himself in the struggle for social 

justice and participated in a new and exciting literary tendency in South Asia. When we 

look back at the life and times of Makhdoom Mohiuddin there are many important and 

interesting questions we can ask about the nature of his political and literary work, his 

development as a historic figure, and what conclusions we can draw for our own times. 

This concluding chapter begins to answer three such questions: whether Makhdoom can 

be considered an “organic intellectual,” how his approach to literature and politics 

differed from that of the majority of Progressive writers, and how we can understand the 

nature of the relationship between the international, national and local Communist Party 

leadership and the rank-and-file of the Telangana peasants movement.  

 

 A recent work by Talat Ahmed, Literature and Politics in the Age of Nationalism: 

The Progressive Episode in South Asia 1932-56 argues that the PWA was not just a 
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cultural and literary force, but also represented a social and political movement.250 

Ahmed contends that the PWA members’ ideologies and actions fell into the respective 

traditions of Leon Trotsky and Antonio Gramsci, without having been in agreement with 

the former or exposed to the latter’s revolutionary intellectual writings. More specifically, 

part of her argument is that the Progressives “were a prime example of an attempt to 

establish a group of organic intellectuals in the Gramscian mould, as a group entering 

history with a hegemonic attitude to effect change.” Her definition of an organic 

intellectual, from Gramsci, is one who has an “‘active participation in practical life, as 

constructor, organizer, ‘permanent persuader’ and not just simple orator.’ ”251  

 As Ahmed’s overarching thesis is quite beyond the scope of this biography, it 

remains unclear whether it would prove true when examining the political activities of 

most of the active members of the PWA. The Progressives are sometimes criticized for 

originating predominantly from the educated middle classes of British colonial India. 

This author would prefer to emphasize actions and beliefs over the accidents of birth, 

such as class position. However, regardless of class background, many Progressive 

writers could be fairly characterized as armchair intellectuals, who embraced Progressive 

politics, but did so primarily through the written word, and remained at a distance from 

the masses that they professed to write for and their struggles. However, Makhdoom’s 

passion for social justice and commitment to a revolutionary socialist struggle places him 

in the vanguard of Progressives in terms of engagement in political action. 
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 Who is an organic intellectual, in Gramscian terms, and does Makhdoom qualify 

as such?252 Does this concept help us understand Makhdoom’s role as a historic actor in 

South Asian literature and politics? In answering this question, Makhdoom’s ambiguous 

class position at his birth and during his youth is not of as much consequence as the 

nature of his intellectual education and how he used that education to further the aims of 

the underclasses of South Asia.  

 The term ‘organic intellectual’ is used frequently in literature dealing with 

movements from below. For our purposes, it is important to understand the context of 

that term as we attempt to define it. Antonio Gramsci was an Italian theorist and 

revolutionary, struggling against and imprisoned by Mussolini in Fascist Italy in the early 

20th century. Gramsci is now associated with “Western” or libertarian Marxism, a 

political tendency opposed to the authoritarianism and state capitalism of the Stalinist 

Communist Party and Soviet Union, although Gramsci was a member of the Italian 

Communist Party. Nonetheless, his philosophical and political writings developed a more 

libertarian perspective on proletarian struggle and revolution, informed by his political 

organizing with the autonomous Italian workers’ councils of 1919-1920.  

 Gramsci’s theoretical writings have also influenced academic literary criticism 

and cultural theory, for his work on culture. One notable aspect of libertarian Marxism is 

its emphasis on consciousness and culture as important elements of political struggle. 

However, one aspect of Gramsci’s work that has important implications for academics 

today is that the bulk of this work was written during his prison stay towards the end of 
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his life. In order for this work to be released from prison, he had to write these 

revolutionary texts using veiled language. Just as examining Makhdoom’s life and works 

in context was important for this project, the same can be said of any study of the 

writings of Antonio Gramsci.  

 It is important to note that “organic” was a category applied by Gramsci to a host 

of phenomena in order to indicate that they “give rise to socio-historical criticism, whose 

subject is wider social groupings – beyond the people with immediate responsibilities and 

beyond the ruling personnel.”253 Opposed to organic movements and intellectuals were 

those that Gramsci referred to as “conjectural,” about which he wrote, “they do not have 

any very far-reaching historical significance; they give rise to political criticism of a 

minor, day-to-day character, which has as its subject small ruling groups and 

personalities with direct governmental responsibilities.”254  

 Gramsci’s central argument in his essay on intellectuals is the following:  

The notion of ‘the intellectuals’ as a distinct social category independent of class is a 

myth. All men are potentially intellectuals in the sense of having an intellect and using it, 

but not all are intellectuals by social function. Intellectuals in the functional sense fall 

into two groups. In the first place there are the ‘traditional’ professional 

intellectuals…Secondly, there are the ‘organic’ intellectuals, the thinking and organizing 

element of a particular social class. These organic intellectuals are distinguished less by 

their profession, which may be any job characteristic of their class, than by their function 

in directing the ideas and aspirations of the class to which they organically belong.255  
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Geoffrey Nowell Smith. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 2003. 201.  
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 We can extrapolate from this that the role of organic intellectual can be played be 

one who has less than a formal education, and it does not necessarily require that such 

work be carried out through the writing of prose texts. Concrete activity is an important, 

and possibly the most important, work of the organic intellectual. More than simple 

rhetoric is required to fulfill the functions of the organic intellectual, and this is what 

Ahmed misses in her treatment of the subject vis a vis the AIPWA. An “attitude to effect 

change” is not the defining criteria, rather it is the ability and intensity of endeavor to 

bring those ideas to the under classes of society. Makhdoom did this in a way his fellow 

Progressives were generally not able to emulate.  

 One aspect of his difference from other Progressives can be found in the issue of 

the Bengal famine in Urdu progressive literature mentioned in Chapter three. Makhdoom 

wrote about the Bengal famine when other Urdu progressives did not. How could this 

event, which had devastating consequences and elicited important struggles for great 

swathes of the country during WWII go untreated by these writers, who professed to give 

voice to the struggles and visions of the most downtrodden of India’s population?  

 Makhdoom was different from other Progressive writers in that he seemed to 

employ a method for his political and some literary work called “recognize and record.” 

This method was first described by CLR James, et al, in their book Facing Reality. They 

believed that the role of a revolutionary was to go among the working classes and 

observe their experiences and conditions until they could claim a deep familiarity. They 

were to ask questions and see things from the perspective of the workers (or peasants) 
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that they supported. In that process, they were to record the aspects of the material 

experiences that gave rise to a rejuvenation of Marxist dialectical theory.  

 Of course, Makhdoom did not just stop at “recognize and record.” He also 

intervened, which made him an effective revolutionary. However, I am not claiming here 

that Makhdoom’s poetry was limited to this kind of process. In fact, because Makhdoom 

was not limited to his poetry as his form of political activism, he had much more freedom 

in his writing than I think other progressives allowed themselves. We have seen that 

Carlo Coppola identified Makhdoom as a “reluctant progressive.” Let us go into more 

depth regarding his argument. He writes, 

          “Of the five major progressive poets considered in this study, MM seems to be the 

one most difficult to label as “progressive.” There is no question but that he was a 

Marxist, and his work for the CPI bears out the quality of his commitment to this 

doctrine. However, in the literary sphere this commitment is not as clearly defined nor as 

steadfastly maintained. In fact, it seemed that Makhdum was a less than fully committed 

progressive poet. This does not suggest that he was forced into being a progressive writer 

nor that his occasional pieces with progressive content were written under duress. Rather, 

by referring to him as a progressive poet with reservations about Marxist esthetics, I 

suggest that his basic literary penchant, his essential poetic orientation ran counter to the 

tenets of progressivism and that his progressive poems were produced with what I would 

call a subconscious mental reservation. Because of certain other than literary beliefs (ie 

commitment to the social and economic aspects of Marxism), because of the time in 

which he lived and because of the general tenor of Urdu poetry of the period, M accepted 

with qualification the literary and esthetic aspects of Marxism. However, this acceptance 

was essentially reluctant and resulted in a dichotomy in his verse and is manifested in his 
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‘public’ (ie progressive) voice and that written with his ‘private’ (ie personal, romantic) 

voice.”256 

 

 What Coppola identifies as the reluctance on Makhdoom’s part to identify as a 

progressive, I identify as the knowledge that poetry and the work of the pen was only one 

part, and a relatively small part at that, of Makhdoom’s political work. (A point that is not 

meant to diminish the importance and quality of that literary work.) Because Makhdoom 

was involved in struggles with real life-and-death consequences, he was not willing to 

engage in the sectarian battles over socialist realism that most of the AIPWA was 

preoccupied with, as mentioned in Chapter four.  

 Beyond this, though, Makhdoom sometimes came under attack from other 

Progressives for his romantic poetry. Fellow Hyderabadi and close friend, Khatib, 

satirized one of Makhdoom’s most well known romantic poems, Ek Chambelee ke 

Mandve Tale (Under a Jasmine Arbor.) The overarching critique of Makhdoom’s poem 

as well as romantic poetry in general is that when people are hungry, downtrodden or 

otherwise oppressed, they are incapable of losing themselves in love and the world of the 

Urdu romantic aesthetic. Makhdoom, but also very notably, Faiz Ahmed Faiz, came 

under this critique.257 We have seen in the Introduction how staunch Progressives such as 

Raj Bahadour Gour attempted to defend Makhdoom from the accusation that his romantic 
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poetry was not revolutionary, and hence cannot be accused of being 

counterrevolutionary, as was implied by more hardline Progressives.  

 Faiz is someone who is quite more well known than Makhdoom, and is 

considered the widely as the Progressive Urdu poet most successful in combining both 

the Progressive and the romantic aesthetic in his poetry. The first and most exemplary of 

the poems in which this trait can be found is MujH Se Pehelee See Mohabbat Miree 

Mehboob Naa Maang (Don’t Ask Me For That Love Again, My Dear.) Faiz is credited 

with revolutionizing the world of Urdu poetry with this poem, as he rejects the trope that 

the Beloved can never be ignored, and that the Beloved’s love can cure all ills. In the 

poem, the lover finds that he cannot ignore the injustices around him for the face of the 

Beloved.  

 Agha Shahid Ali has translated this poem, and a number of Faiz’s poems so 

beautifully, that I offer his translation of this poem here rather than my own.  

Mujh Se Paih’li Si Muhabbat Meri Maihbüb Na Mâñg  

  

Mujh se paih’li si muhabbat meri maihbüb na mâñg  

Maiñ ne samjhâ thâ ki tu hai to darakh’shâñ hai hayât  

Tira gham hai to gham-e-daihr ka jhagra kyâ hai  

Têri sürat se hai âlam mên bahârôñ ko sabât  

Tiri âñkhôñ ke siwa duniya mêñ rakkha kya hai  

  

 Tu jo mil jâe to taqdïr nigun ho jâe  

 Yuñ nâ thâ, maiñ ne faqat châha thâ yuñ ho jâe  

 Awr bhi dukh haiñ zamâne mêñ muhabbat ke siwâ   

 Râhatêñ awr bhi haiñ wasl ki râhat ke siwâ    
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Anginat sadiôñ ke târik bihimâna tilism  

Resham-o-atlas-o-khamkhwâb mêñ bunwâe huê  

Jâ-ba-jâ bikte hue kücha-ô-bazâr meñ jism  

Khâk men lithrê hue, khüñ men nahâe hue  

Jism nikle hue amrâz ke tanürôñ se  

Pïp bahti huï galte huê nâsürôñ se  

Lawt jâti hai udhar ko bhi nazar, kyâ kijiye  

Ab bhi dilkash hai terâ husn, magar kya kijiye  

  

 Awr bhi dukh haiñ zamâne mêñ muhabbat ke siwâ   

 Râhatêñ awr bhi haiñ wasl ki râhat ke siwâ    

 Mujh se paih’li si muhabbat meri maihbüb na mâñg 

 

Don’t Ask Me for That Love Again  

  

That which then was ours, my love,  

don’t ask me for that love again.  

The world then was gold, burnished with light—  

and only because of you. That’s what I believed.  

How could one weep for sorrows other than yours?  

How could one have any sorrow but the one you gave?  

So what were these protests, these rumors of injustice?  

A glimpse of your face was evidence of springtime.   

The sky, wherever I looked, was nothing but your eyes.   

If you’d fall into my arms, Fate would be helpless.  

  

All this I’d thought, all this I’d believed.   

But there were other sorrows, comforts other than love.   

The rich had cast their spell on history:  

dark centuries had been embroidered on brocades and silks.   

Bitter threads began to unravel before me   
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as I went into alleys and in open markets  

saw bodies plastered with ash, bathed in blood.  

I saw them sold and bought, again and again.   

This too deserves attention. I can’t help but look back  

whern I return from those alleys—what should one do?  

And you are still so ravishing—what should I do?  

There are other sorrows in this world,   

comforts other than love.   

Don’t ask me, my love, for that love again.258 

 

 In this poem, Faiz strikes a balance between between the romantic and 

Progressive aesthetics not only within his collected works as a whole, but creates a 

synthesis between the two. He presents thems as competing for the attention of the lover, 

and many Progressives most certainly considered them to be incompatible. And this is 

how Makhdoom’s collected works are sometimes characterized.  

 Yet the argument can be made that Makhdoom also struck this balance in his own 

way. He certainly wrote his share of ghazals and other poems with no obvious political 

content. Yet as mentioned above in regards to the poem, Telangan, this poem, which 

appears to be purely romantic at first reading, when considered in the context of 

Makhdoom’s life and times, can also be interpreted as lifting up the agency of the most 

subaltern subject imaginable, a female peasant in Telangana. Yet the subtlety with which 

this agency is affirmed is a delight for the reader, with no sense that Makhdoom or the 

poem itself is patronizing us or our ability to glean a deeper political or social content.  
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 Also importantly, Makhdoom is remembered today in Hyderabad and by lovers of 

Urdu poetry everywhere for the romantic poetry he wrote so expertly. From Toor all the 

way to the ghazals of 1960s Bollywood, thousands of people sang along to his poems as 

love songs and illuminated their own sense of their lives possibilities through images of 

the Beloved. India was no longer a revolutionary place; dreams of a new society were not 

accessible to thousands of downtrodden people who did wish for some kind of escape. 

Dreaming of love inspired by poetry and film was their solace instead.  

 His many ghazals, such as Phir ChHiRee Raat, Baat PHoolon Kee, translated 

above, there is no mention of blood, injustice or other overtly political tropes. And yet 

when we read of the breaking of dawn, we are reminded of the collection in which 

Makhdoom published the poem, Surkh Sawera (The Red Dawn.) This collection’s title is 

an obvious homage to socialist revolutionary politics, and yet this romantic poem fits 

within the collection quite neatly. We can read this as an assertion on Makhdoom’s part 

that there is room for romanticism in Progressive and generally political literature. If we 

read Makhdoom’s life as a text, we can see that he made time for both literature and art. 

The dramatized film of his life, Kahkashan, quotes him as saying, “Lovers of the World 

Unite!” In this pithy slogan, we have all the evidence we need of Makhdoom’s efforts to 

balance and synthesize his passion for both political and romantic tropes.  
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tum kee yaad aatee rahee raat bHar 

chashm-e nam muskaraatee rahee raat bHar 

raat bHar dard kee shama jaltee rahee 

gham kee lo tHartHaraatee rahee raat bHar 

baNsree ke surelee suhaanee sadaa 

yaad ban ban ke aatee rahee raat bHar 

yaad ke chaand dil meN utarte rahe 

chaandnee jagmagaatee rahee raat bHar 

ko’ee deewaana galeeoN meN pHirta raha 

ko’ee aawaaz aateerahee raat bHar 

 

Your memory comes to me all night long 

The moist eye smiles all night long 

All night pain’s candle is burning 

Sorrow’s blood is shivering all night long 

A reed flute’s melodious pleasant call 

Memories shifting reshaping keep coming all night long 

The moon of memory stops off in the heart  

Silver flickers all night long 

Some madman wanders in the alleys all night long 

Someone’s voice keeps coming to me all night long259 
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