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Introduction 

 Colonial cities did not experience communal violence as a uniform phenomenon. The same city could pass 

through episodes of confrontation in which the immediate disputes, actors and administrative arrangements 

differed, while the intensity of violence varied dramatically. Kanpur provides an unusually useful setting for 

examining this problem because three major episodes—1913, 1927 and 1931—occurred within less than two 

decades and were observed by some of the same officials and residents. The surviving evidence therefore 

permits comparison not only between communities and events, but also between administrative decisions.  The 

1913 Fish Market Mosque disturbance became violent after a dispute connected with the demolition of part 

of a mosque complex during municipal road-improvement work. A large crowd moved from the Eidgah 

towards the mosque and confronted the police; official accounts describe firing and a mounted charge, after 

which the immediate disturbance was brought under control within minutes. The administrative response was 

coercive and controversial, but it was rapid. The 1927 riot, less fully documented in a dedicated case file, was 

remembered by later witnesses as another instance in which District Magistrate Munro personally entered the 

affected areas, used the kotwali as an operational centre and organized the city spatially. By contrast, the 1931 

riots continued for days and generated a vastly larger casualty count. The evidence before the enquiry 

committee contains unusually detailed disagreement over why the response was slow, but repeatedly returns 

to the conduct of the district administration, police deployment and civil-military coordination. The article 

therefore shifts the unit of comparison from the 'riot' as a social event to the 'crisis response' as an 

administrative process. This does not reduce communal politics to administration. Rather, it asks whether 

variations in administrative timing and organization can help explain why broadly comparable urban tensions 

produced sharply different outcomes. 

 

Figure 1. Timeline of the three Kanpur crises examined in this study. Source: compiled from the archival 

evidence and secondary works listed in the references. 

2. Research Problem and Analytical Framework 

The weakness of a purely communal explanation is visible when the three Kanpur episodes are placed side by 

side. Social antagonism, political mobilization and competing claims over public space were present across 
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the period, yet the administrative consequences were not constant. Conversely, an explanation centred only 

on officials would be equally inadequate because administrators acted within structures of policing, municipal 

government, political agitation and communal organization. 

This study consequently treats administrative capacity as an intervening variable. Four dimensions are used 

for comparison. First is senior-official presence: whether the district magistrate or another senior authority 

physically entered the affected area and exercised visible command. Second is temporal responsiveness: the 

interval between the emergence of violence and the implementation of decisive measures. Third is spatial 

organization: whether police and military forces were concentrated at known danger points or deployed only 

after violence had spread. Fourth is preventive action: the extent to which known mobilizers or 'bad characters' 

were dealt with before the crisis expanded. 

The framework also distinguishes between administrative effectiveness and legitimacy. A rapid coercive 

response can terminate a disturbance without resolving the grievance that produced it. The 1913 case is 

important precisely because administrative control was achieved through lethal force. The article therefore 

does not equate 'successful containment' with just governance. It asks instead whether particular forms of state 

action altered the duration and scale of disorder. 

 

Figure 3. Analytical model used in the article: administrative capacity is treated as an intervening variable 

rather than the sole cause of communal violence. 

3. Sources and Method 

The evidentiary base combines primary and secondary materials. The principal archival sources are India 

Office Records L/PJ/6/1256, the 1913 Judicial and Public Department file on the Cawnpore riots, and 

V/26/262/13, containing evidence before the Cawnpore Riots Enquiry Committee of 1931. The latter includes 

written and oral statements from 121 witnesses. These materials are supplemented by the contemporary 

newspapers The Leader and The Statesman, the Indian National Congress's enquiry material as cited in the 

secondary literature, and published scholarship by Bipan Chandra, Gyanendra Pandey and Chitra Joshi.  

Methodologically, the article uses structured comparison rather than treating every witness statement as an 

objective record. Testimony is read as evidence of both events and contemporary interpretation. Where 

casualty figures differ, the range is retained rather than converted into a false single number. The 1927 case is 

explicitly treated as evidentially weaker because the surviving material used here is primarily retrospective 

testimony from witnesses who later appeared before the 1931 enquiry. This asymmetry is important and 

prevents the comparison from claiming a level of documentary certainty that the sources do not support.  

Case Principal source base Evidentiary strength Main analytical use 
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1913 India Office Records; 

official 

correspondence; later 

testimony 

High Immediate coercive 

response and official 

assessment 

1927 1931 Enquiry 

testimony and 

retrospective accounts 

Moderate Memory of rapid 

containment and 

spatial organization 

1931 121-witness Enquiry 

evidence; official 

returns; press; 

secondary studies 

High Administrative delay, 

deployment and civil-

military coordination 

 

4. Kanpur as an Administrative-Industrial City 

Kanpur at the beginning of the twentieth century was an industrial and cantonment city whose social 

geography was shaped by manufacturing, military presence, municipal expansion and labour mobility. The 

1909 district gazetteer described a policing structure that included five city police stations, a cantonment 

station and twenty-two rural stations, supported by forty sub-inspectors, sixty head constables and 508 regular 

police personnel. The same administrative description characterized Kanpur as comparatively peaceful, a 

judgement that became increasingly difficult to sustain after 1913. 

The demographic narrative also requires caution. Colonial officials associated the growth of the Muslim 

population with the arrival of Muslim weavers attracted by mill employment. Yet the gazetteer's own 1901 

figures recorded substantially more Hindu (Kori) than Muslim (Julaha) weavers in the occupation. The 

discrepancy illustrates a broader methodological point: administrative categories did not simply describe 

society; they also shaped how officials understood the causes of disorder. 

Kanpur's urban infrastructure mattered as much as its communal composition. Municipal road widening, 

market spaces, religious sites, transport routes and industrial neighbourhoods could turn apparently local 

disputes into city-wide political questions. In 1931, the evidence concerning Sisamau and other affected areas 

shows that the distribution of police resources across the urban landscape was itself a decisive part of crisis 

management. 

5. The 1913 Fish Market Mosque Crisis 

The immediate background to the 1913 crisis was a municipal road-widening project. Land acquired by the 

Kanpur Improvement Trust included part of the Fish Market Mosque complex, and the ablution structure was 

demolished on 1 July 1913. The dispute subsequently became politically mobilized. A petitioning campaign, 

press intervention and the involvement of activists transformed a municipal issue into a public religious 

grievance. 

On 3 August, a large crowd assembled at the Eidgah and moved towards the mosque. The surviving official 

record describes attempts to reconstruct the demolished structure, confrontation with police, stone throwing, 

firing and a mounted charge. The lieutenant-governor's account placed the decisive confrontation within less 

than ten minutes. The official casualty return recorded eighteen rioters dead and twenty-seven injured, in 

addition to one policeman killed in accidental firing; other contemporary figures were lower or differently 

calculated. 
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The importance of 1913 for the present argument lies in the combination of high coercive intensity and very 

short duration. The district magistrate and superintendent of police were personally involved. The 

administration treated the confrontation as a direct challenge to state authority and acted rapidly. Later 

scholarship, including Bipan Chandra and Chitra Joshi, has emphasized that the violence was directed against 

the state rather than simply against another religious community. Whatever the precise balance of communal 

and political motivations, the administrative response was immediate. 

This case also exposes a limitation in using administrative effectiveness as a normative category. The fact that 

violence ended quickly cannot by itself justify the use of lethal force. The historical point is narrower: the 

state possessed and exercised the capacity to compress the time-space of the disturbance. 

6. The 1927 August Riot and the Logic of Rapid Containment 

The 1927 riot is less securely documented than the other two cases. The study therefore avoids presenting 

every detail as equally certain. What is relatively consistent across retrospective accounts is the description of 

District Magistrate Munro as personally active during the crisis. Witnesses recalled that he entered affected 

areas, used the kotwali as an operational centre, initiated arrests within approximately an hour, and organized 

the city into supervised zones. 

The riot reportedly involved deaths during the first night and retaliatory damage to a mosque in Chakla Mohal. 

Yet the immediate disorder was brought under effective control in roughly four hours and the city was 

described as fully quiet within three days. The significance of this case is less its casualty count than the way 

later witnesses used it as a benchmark. Several witnesses appearing before the 1931 enquiry independently 

contrasted Munro's conduct with the slower response associated with J. F. Sale in 1931. 

Because the evidence is retrospective, memory and comparison must be treated as part of the source rather 

than eliminated as bias. The fact that witnesses across different social positions invoked the 1927 response 

suggests that administrative performance had become a recognized public standard against which later conduct 

was judged. 

7. The 1931 Kanpur Riots: Administrative Delay and Escalation 

The 1931 crisis began in the political atmosphere following Bhagat Singh's execution. A strike and mourning 

procession were permitted, but the evidence indicates that the immediate outbreak of violence developed 

through separate confrontations, including property damage and a confrontation involving a Muslim CID head 

constable in plain clothes. The important point for the administrative analysis is that the crisis quickly moved 

beyond a single location. 

Evidence before the enquiry committee places the district administration at the centre of the subsequent 

controversy. District Magistrate J. F. Sale stated that he remained at his bungalow so that he could maintain 

communication across the city rather than immediately remaining at the scene. A prohibition order under 

section 144 of the Criminal Procedure Code was prepared only after the first major disturbances. Military 

assistance was requested, but deployment was gradual. The evidence also records disagreement between 

civilian authorities, who wanted fixed posts at identified danger points, and the military command, which 

preferred mobile patrols. 

The most striking contemporary criticism concerns the first approximately forty hours. One witness statement 

characterized the administration as effectively inactive during this period and contrasted a very small number 

of arrests with the scale of casualties. Bipan Chandra independently cited the enquiry's conclusion that there 

had been no police firing during the first three days and only eight arrests. Whether every part of the testimony 
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should be accepted literally is less important than the convergence of sources around the problem of delayed 

intervention. 

Casualty figures remain contested. Sale's telegram recorded 275 dead and 497 wounded; a later revision 

recorded 290 dead; another official disposal table recorded 294; Sale's own estimate was higher; and 

Vikramajit Singh suggested at least 500 deaths. Rather than choosing one figure, the present study treats the 

range as evidence of the scale and uncertainty of the disaster. 

 

Figure 2. Approximate duration before effective control, using the time windows reported in the source 

material. The chart is analytical rather than a claim of precise hourly measurement. 

The 1931 crisis also reveals structural weaknesses. The district administration had previously sought an 

increase in police strength but was told that financial constraints prevented it. The evidence concerning 

Sisamau indicates that an area where extensive arson occurred was inadequately policed. Thus, the crisis 

cannot be explained simply as a failure of individual will. Personal decisions interacted with resource 

constraints, institutional memory, political conditions and civil-military disagreement. 

The death of Ganesh Shankar Vidyarthi adds another dimension. Contemporary testimony portrays him 

moving between communities and attempting to protect families while criticizing police inaction. His death 

symbolized the collapse of civic mediation at precisely the moment when administrative capacity was under 

question. 

8. Comparative Evidence: Three Crisis Patterns 

The comparison below is not a controlled experiment. The events differed in trigger, political context, actors 

and available resources. Nevertheless, the same city and partially overlapping administrative culture provide 

a meaningful within-case comparison. 

Variable 1913 1927 1931 

Senior official 

presence 

High; senior officials 

directly engaged 

High; Munro 

remembered as 

personally active 

Lower at the critical 

initial scene 



eISSN 2583-6986 
ONLI NE 

IDEALISTIC JOURNAL OF ADVANCED RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE SPECTRUMS (IJARPS) 
A MONTHLY, OPEN ACCESS, PEER REVIEWED, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL 

Volume 05, Issue 08, August 2026                                                                                DOI- https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.22824350 
 

EISSN 2583-6986  

©IJARPS JOURNAL, 2026   WWW.IJARPS.ORG 90 

 

Spatial organization Concentrated response 

at the principal site 

City divided into 

supervised zones 

Fixed-post strategy 

delayed; mobile patrol 

dispute 

Early intervention Immediate coercive 

action 

Arrests and command 

centre established 

rapidly 

Prohibition and 

reinforcement 

followed escalation 

Approx. effective-

control window 

Decisive confrontation 

in <10 minutes; 

disturbance ended 

same day 

~4 hours Witness account: ~40 

hours of practical 

inactivity; disorder 

continued for days 

Casualty scale in 

source 

18 rioters + 1 

policeman recorded 

Small relative to 1931; 

figures vary 

275–294 official 

counts; higher 

estimates exist 

Main administrative 

lesson 

Rapid coercive 

containment 

Personal command 

and spatial control 

Delay, resource 

shortage and 

coordination failure 

 

9. Discussion: From Communal Tension to Crisis Governance 

The comparison supports a qualified proposition: communal tension supplied the combustible material, but 

administrative decisions influenced how rapidly that material became a sustained urban crisis. The proposition 

is strongest when framed negatively. The evidence does not show that good administration eliminates 

communal antagonism, nor that weak administration creates communal hostility from nothing. It shows that 

once violence begins, the state's speed, visibility and spatial organization can alter its trajectory. 

This interpretation complements rather than replaces scholarship on communalism. Gyanendra Pandey's work 

directs attention to the historical construction of communal categories; Bipan Chandra emphasizes the political 

character of communalism and the importance of effective administration; Chitra Joshi situates Kanpur's 

violence within labour, urban and political histories. The present article connects these perspectives at the 

level of crisis management. 

The comparison also qualifies Paul Brass's institutional riot system approach. The Kanpur material does 

contain evidence that political actors, officials and institutional arrangements shaped the production and 

management of violence. Yet the three cases also show considerable individual agency. Munro's remembered 

conduct and Sale's disputed decisions cannot be reduced entirely to an impersonal institutional script. The 

useful synthesis is therefore to treat institutions as the field of action and individual administrators as 

consequential actors within that field. 

An additional implication concerns the relationship between legality and administrative action. The source 

material records the use or proposed use of instruments such as section 144, arrests and, in the later legal 

aftermath, executive control over suspected 'bad characters'. These instruments could be deployed rapidly, but 

their existence did not guarantee effective action. Legal authority becomes operational only through decisions 

about timing, personnel, deployment and enforcement. 

10. Limitations 

• The 1927 episode lacks a dedicated archival case file comparable to the 1913 and 1931 records; its 

reconstruction is therefore provisional. 
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• The 1931 casualty figures vary across official and unofficial sources, so the article retains a range rather 

than asserting a single definitive number. 

• The Indian National Congress's 1933 enquiry report is used through the secondary literature identified in 

the source material rather than through direct examination of the complete report. 

• The study is a single-city comparison and should not be generalized automatically to other colonial cities. 

• The analysis prioritizes administrative response and therefore does not attempt a complete reconstruction 

of the social history of each communal organization or neighbourhood. 

11. Conclusion 

Kanpur's three major crises between 1913 and 1931 demonstrate that communal violence cannot be 

understood solely by measuring the depth of communal hostility. Within one city, episodes separated by 

relatively short periods produced radically different administrative and human consequences. The 1913 

confrontation was violent and coercive but rapidly compressed; the 1927 riot became a remembered example 

of active district-level intervention; and the 1931 crisis expanded into a prolonged urban catastrophe amid 

delayed intervention, inadequate policing in some areas and civil-military disagreement. 

The central conclusion is therefore not that administration 'caused' or 'prevented' communal violence. It is that 

administrative capacity operated as a critical intervening condition. Personal presence, rapid decision-making, 

spatial deployment and preventive action could shorten a crisis, while delay and coordination failure could 

permit violence to acquire its own momentum. This conclusion remains deliberately bounded by the Kanpur 

evidence. Its broader value lies in demonstrating how archival urban history can move beyond a binary choice 

between communal explanation and colonial conspiracy by examining the practical decisions through which 

states actually encountered collective violence. 
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