
Hostile Homelands

“Today’s Israel and Modi’s India are natural partners, sharing values of racist 
ethnocracy and illegal annexation, and, for Israel, offering a market for military 
and other advanced technology. This valuable study traces the complex evolution 
of their relationship from their independence to its recent blossoming as the 
societies and the international context changed, providing particularly rich 
insights into India’s development through this period.”

—Noam Chomsky

“This is a brilliantly written book and a call for global solidarity. Essa reveals the 
mutual agenda of the unholy India-Israeli ethno-nationalistic alliance, showing 
just why both those states are a danger to progressive internationalism. In dealing 
with the rise of Zionism, along with Modi’s capture of state power in India, he 
deals with their ramifications on Kashmir and Palestine, on Indian diaspora and 
Israel’s role in Africa.”

—Ronnie Kasrils, former South African Intelligence Minister,  
author and activist

“For decades, India’s leaders spoke in hushed tones about their relationship with 
Israel. Azad Essa’s thoroughly-researched and crisply-written Hostile Homelands 
reveals the long history of their alliance and shows how it is built on shared 
supremacist ideological projects whose devastating and inhumane consequences 
are borne by Palestinians and Kashmiris living under occupations. This is an 
essential, must-read book.”

—Mohamad Junaid, anthropologist and Kashmiri writer

“Azad Essa’s brilliant and courageous book is the definitive treatment of the 
overlooked alliance between the far-right wing governments of India and Israel. 
This text is essential reading for the escalating neo-fascist forces in our turbulent 
times.”

—Cornel West

“A necessary and urgent account.”
—Siddhartha Deb, author of The Beautiful and  

The Damned: New Life in India

“Hostile Homelands is an authoritative study of the past and present of India-Israel 
relations. It reveals a troubling convergence of Hindu nationalist and Zionist 
worldviews. Equally, the book is a useful primer for thinking about how and why 
illiberal, authoritarian and Islamophobic forces are building alliances, globally.”

—Somdeep Sen, Associate Professor and Head of Studies,  
Global & Development Studies, Roskilde University, Denmark



“A revealing exposé of the complex history behind the current Israeli-Indian 
relationship. Hostile Homelands traces the current Zionist-Hindu Nationalism 
alliance throughout the years, deconstructing the relationship between Delhi 
and Tel Aviv starting from the time of seeming hostility and political expediency 
following India’s independence, to the gradual and, eventually, complete affinity 
between both countries. Essa’s book provides a critical reading of an involved and 
rarely covered subject that spans far-right nationalist ideologies, powerful financial 
and military interests, as well as human solidarity. This book is an essential read 
that challenges the typical understanding of Zionism as an exclusively European 
phenomenon and Hindu nationalism as a provisional Indian experience.”

—Ramzy Baroud, author of Our Vision for Liberation:  
Engaged Palestinian Leaders & Intellectuals Speak Out 

 
“Hostile Homelands’ quest is formidable and timely. Azad Essa lays bare the 
historically malignant roots of an often overlooked and underestimated kinship 
between two ideologies—Zionism and Hindutva—hungry for land and hungrier 
for dominance.”

—Mohammed El-Kurd, author of Rifqa
 
“In this volume, Essa forces us to confront the grotesque end-game of colonial 
violence— Modi’s India and Zionist Israel. The enduring and shape-shifting con-
nections between these ethnonationalist entities offer a profound wake-up call, a 
realization that today, the most vocal among the world’s purported democracies 
are, at their core, the most profoundly anti-democratic.”

—Nazia Kazi, Ph.D. Associate Professor of Anthropology,  
Stockton University, NJ

“A meticulously researched and well-crafted book on the under-covered subject 
of the ever-evolving relationship between India and Israel. If there is any author-
ity on the topic today, it is Azad Essa, who delivers a comprehensive and detailed 
account of a ‘special relationship’ in need of examination and critique. As he takes 
readers through the history of the diplomatic, military and economic ties between 
India and Israel, Essa insightfully explores what happens when a nation negotiates 
the tension between principles and interests— and what happens when, particu-
larly under the ethnonationalism of Narendra Modi, they converge.”

—Laila Al-Arian, Al Jazeera English

“This is the definitive book on Indian-Israel relations that we have been waiting 
for. Hostile Homelands is not only an intellectual tour de force; just as importantly 
it will also foster new solidarities and anti-imperialist organizing.”

—Jasbir Puar, author of The Right to Maim: Debility, Capacity, Debility
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For my Hafsa



We were mistaken when we thought the homeland was only 
the past . . . the homeland is the future.

 —Ghassan Kanafani, Palestine’s children:  
returning to Haifa and other stories
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1
A Story of Two Partitions

The fight between the Arabs and the Jews in Palestine is 
a creation of British imperialism. I have every sympathy 
for the Jews, but they have adopted a wrong policy in 
looking toward the British government and in not coming 
to amicable terms with the Arabs and making Palestine free. 
—Mohandas Karamchand (Mahatma) Gandhi1

The creation of a Jewish national home in Palestine was 
unacceptable because Palestine was not a wilderness, or an 
empty uninhabited place. It was already somebody else ’s 
home . . . this generous gesture of the British govern-
ment [the Balfour Declaration] was really at the expense 
of the people who already lived in Palestine. —Jawaharlal 
Nehru2

On September 27, 1936, as the Indian struggle for indepen-
dence against British rule was reaching its apex and Europe 
continued to hurtle toward a new war, the leader of the Indian 
National Congress (INC), Jawaharlal Nehru, spoke about 
Palestine. In his speech in the historic city of Allahabad, 
Nehru drew a direct connection between the Indian and Pal-
estinian struggles against the British.

We meet today especially to think of the little country of 
Palestine and of its troubles. In a world view this problem 
of Palestine has relatively little importance for bigger things 
are happening elsewhere. And yet it has an intrinsic impor-
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tance of its own and it throws a light on the working of 
imperialism from which we ourselves suffer.3

At the time, Palestine was in the throes of a revolt against 
British rule and endless Jewish migration from fascist and 
anti-Semitic Europe. In his speech, Nehru traced the crisis 
in Palestine, between “the Arabs and Jews” to the hand of 
British imperialism. “British imperialism, as in India, has 
tried to play off one community against the other and set the 
Jews against the Arabs,” Nehru said.4 He added that whereas 
Jews in Europe were victims of fascism, they had nonetheless 
allowed themselves to be “exploited” by the British. He placed 
the burden on Zionists to come to terms with Palestine as an 
Arab country and bid them to “cooperate”; his sympathies 
remained with the Arabs who faced “a fresh determination” 
from the British to crush their movement for self-determi-
nation. There was no reason they could not get along, he 
argued. Nehru’s comments in 1936 were not uncharacteristic 
for the INC. As an organization formed in 1885, the INC had 
followed decades of pursuing liberation for India from the 
British through an engagement in international issues and lib-
eration movements around the world, including Egypt, Syria 
and Iraq.5 “It was through common opposition to British 
imperialism that the first real political ties between India and 
the Arab world were forged,” academic Arthur G. Rubinoff 
writes.6 On the matter of Palestine, the INC had put out 
its first statement as early as 1922. Mohandas Karamchand 
Gandhi, also known as the Mahatma, lent his support to the 
Khilafat movement. The Hindu-dominated Indian nationalist 
movement supported the restoration of the Ottoman Empire 
as a means of integrating the Indian Muslim elite under its 
wing. 

Given their sphere of influence, it was inevitable that the 
Zionist movement was also determined to gain the approval 
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and support of the Indian Congress. So convinced that their 
cause for national liberation was genuine, Zionists looked to 
Nehru and Gandhi to gather testimonials. Gandhi’s theatrics of 
a semi-naked, semi-starved, Holy Seer leading a non-violent 
and civil disobedience campaign against the world’s greatest 
Empire stood in contrast to Zionism, but it appealed to the 
liberal sensibilities of the international media, and captivated 
Western publics, too, including European Zionists, enamored 
by the soft power of the East. This is not to imply that Indian 
approval was seen as paramount to the Zionist project. David 
Ben Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, even admitted that 
outreach to India and China were limited.7 But India, as the 
Jewel of the British Empire, carried a certain prestige along-
side the moral heavy weights, Gandhi and Nehru, and the 
literary mysticism of Rabindranath Tagore. 

Gandhi was, as Mosher Sharett, a Ukrainian Jew who would 
become Israel’s second prime minister, described him: “the 
greatest of the living Hindus.”8 And Nehru was deemed the 
leader of “undivided India”, home to the largest population 
of Muslims on the planet. The Jewish Agency sent Immanuel 
Olsvanger (1888–1961) to India to try to persuade Nehru and 
Gandhi to support the Zionist movement. He failed. Martin 
Buber, Judah L. Magnes, Albert Einstein, and many others, 
wrote to Gandhi and Nehru, on their own accord. They mostly 
failed, too. Following years of overtures and requests, Gandhi 
expressed his views in an editorial in his weekly newspaper, 
Harijan, in November 1938, which disappointed proponents 
of the Jewish state:

My sympathies are all with the Jews. But my sympathy does 
not blind me to the requirements of justice. The cry for a 
national home for the Jews does not make much appeal to 
me . . . it is wrong and inhuman to impose the Jews on the 
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Arabs. What is going on in Palestine today cannot be justi-
fied by any moral code of conduct.9 

But the story of Gandhi’s rejection of the Jewish state is not 
as straightforward as it first appears. Gandhi’s decision to 
refuse to support the state was partially driven by a thirst to 
bridge a gap between the Hindu-dominated Congress party 
that proposed a strong, ostensibly secular central government 
and the nascent gathering of Muslim elites who, concerned by 
their minority status under Hindu majoritarian rule, were han-
kering for self-determination and greater autonomy within 
a more federal India. Gandhi was initially categorical in his 
support for the Palestinian cause. The Jews, Gandhi said, 
could settle in Palestine “only by the goodwill of the Arabs.” 

Later, however, his position appeared to change. In 1946, 
he told an American journalist, “The Jews have a good cause 
. . . if the Arabs have a claim to Palestine, the Jews have a 
prior claim.”10 It is Indian author P.R. Kumaraswamy’s con-
tention that once Gandhi’s famous 1938 comments in Harijan 
had been used to formulate the backbone of India’s foreign 
policy, his later hesitation to fully support Palestinians was in 
contradiction to Indian interests and was therefore buried. In 
Kumaraswamy’s words, to change course and follow Gandhi’s 
altered approach would “have eroded, if not destroyed, the 
‘moral’ content of India’s pro-Palestine policy.”11 

Nehru, too, looked to Palestine as a way to cement the 
Congress’ brand of international solidarity with anti-colo-
nial movements worldwide. It was his firm belief that Britain 
was the source of all division in Palestine and therefore the 
Zionist collusion with the British to wrest control of Palestine 
made the prospect of his support for that project untenable. 
Moreover, he was averse to religious nationalism. At the time, 
the INC itself was battling against a demand by the Muslim 
League for increased autonomy and then later a separate state 
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for India’s Muslims.12 In October 1937, the All India Congress 
Committee (AICC)13 rejected the Peel Commission’s proposal 
of a partition plan in Palestine, and pledged the solidarity “of 
the Indian people . . . in their struggle for national freedom.”14 
Months later, in February 1938, Congress condemned Great 
Britain and expressed its “emphatic protest against the con-
tinuation of the reign of terror . . . maintained in Palestine to 
force (partition) upon the unwilling Arabs.”15 In September 
1938, the AICC, again, urged Jews not to take shelter behind 
British imperialism.16 

Many of these decisive statements from the INC have their 
origins in the speech delivered by Nehru on Palestine Day, 
September 27, 1936 in the city of Allahabad. In this address, 
Nehru had located India’s fight for independence as “part of 
a world struggle against imperialism and fascism [including] 
the struggle that is going on against British imperialism in Pal-
estine.”17 He then blamed the strife between Palestinians and 
the in-coming Jewish migrants as one primarily created by 
the British. “It is a misfortune they should allow themselves 
to be exploited in Palestine by British imperialism.”18 In so 
doing, Nehru, the key shaper of the Congress party’s and ulti-
mately India’s foreign policy, reduced the conflict between 
communities in Palestine and in British India to “an imperial-
ist diversion.”19 In 1938, he wrote that “there is no religious or 
cultural conflict in India . . . the tremendous and fundamental 
fact of India is her essential unity through the ages.”20

Nehru had thus concluded that both Zionists and Muslims 
on the Indian subcontinent had fallen prey to divisive British 
tactics and were effectively undermining Arab and Indian 
aspirations for independence. Parallel to these efforts, Nehru 
and the Congress continued to instrumentalize Palestine to 
woo Indian Muslims away from the Muslim League. The 
incorporation of Palestine as a policy matter for the INC 
would become known to the Hindu right wing as one example 
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of Congress’ “appeasement of Muslims” they argued came 
at the expense of the needs of the nation. Though there was 
a surge of pan-Islamism in India, it is more conceivable that 
Congress saw hedging their bets with economic, political and 
social ties with the Arab world as more lucrative than with the 
prospect of a small Jewish state. Rubinoff argues that Muslims 
were subsequently used as “justification” for their hesitation 
to become closer allies with what then became the state of 
Israel. “It’s what the Indian diplomatic establishment uses and 
used as an excuse for not acting [to improve ties with Israel],” 
Rubinoff told me.21

India’s position on Palestine also helped accentuate Delhi’s 
credibility as a leader of the anti-imperial movement. “Con-
scious of the implications that partition on the basis of religion 
would have in each other’s own geographic regions, the Arabs 
cooperated with the INC rather than the Muslim League,” 
Rubinoff writes.22 The Independence party, a nationalist Pal-
estinian party, adopted a boycott of the British in 1939 in the 
same mold as the INC.23 The Zionist movement, once the 
benefactors of British imperialism, now in revolt against the 
British, also looked to the Indian National Congress as com-
rades-in-arms. From the United States, Emanuel Celler, U.S. 
representative of New York’s 15th district, wrote to Nehru 
in April 1947 expressing his regret that the Indian leader had 
decided to align “with the Arab League in the matter of Pal-
estine.” Celler claimed he understood Nehru’s dilemma given 
the “factional and religious strife” in India before suggesting 
that Nehru had sacrificed principle for political expediency. “I 
realize that peace in India is difficult without the goodwill of 
90 million Moslems, but I assure you that your statement on 
Palestine would make no difference to Mohammed Ali Jinnah 
[leader of the Indian Muslim League]. I am sure your state-
ment is of political expedience.”24 
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As head of the Congress party and its director of foreign 
affairs from 1928, Nehru’s directives informed the nascent 
policies of the government-in-waiting ahead of India’s inde-
pendence in 1947. Nehru saw Zionism as an innovation; an 
invented nationalism that threatened his idea of India itself.25

The Federal Plan and Partition

In 1947, on the eve of the partition of the Indian subcontinent, 
the incoming Indian government became part of the United 
Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), an 
eleven-member committee tasked with finding a solution 
to the Palestine question. Under Nehru’s directives, India 
opposed partition and along with Iran, and the former 
Yugoslavia, suggested a federal solution in which all citizens 
would enjoy equal rights. Under this plan, Arabs would gain 
56% of the territory and Jews would be granted 44% in what 
would be known as national states. The federal government 
would control immigration, defense, and foreign policy, while 
the national government would decide on education, land, 
and housing. “The objective of a federal-state solution would 
be to give the most feasible recognition to the nationalistic 
aspirations of both Arabs and Jews, and to merge them into 
a single loyalty and patriotism which would find expression 
in an independent Palestine,” the minority proposal stated. It 
also concluded:

it is a fact of great significance that very few, if any, Arabs, 
are in favor of partition as a solution. On the other hand, 
a substantial number of Jews, backed by influential Jewish 
leaders and organizations, are strongly opposed to parti-
tion. Partition both in principle and in substance can only 
be regarded as an anti-Arab solution.26 
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Moreover, it argued that “the constitution shall forbid any 
discriminatory legislation, whether by federal or state gov-
ernments, against Arabs, Jews or other population groups, or 
against either of the states; and shall guarantee equal rights and 
privileges for all minorities, irrespective of race or religion.” 

India’s representative at UNSCOP lamented the passing of 
the 1917 Balfour Declaration that had created the impetus for 
a Jewish state without the consent of the existing residents.27 
The Federal Plan was dismissed by the Arab bloc as well as 
the Jewish Agency. The Arabs felt that the plan gave too much 
away, while the Zionists believed that it did not go nearly far 
enough in fulfilling their demands for a Jewish state.28 At 
the heart of the Jewish opposition of the federal plan was 
the question of Aliyah, or migration to Israel. Zionists of all 
persuasions, from liberal and labor to the right wing were 
“unanimous on unrestricted Jewish immigration [which made 
the plan] unrealistic to expect the Zionists to subject this core 
issue to an Arab veto.”29

Parallel to efforts to secure Nehru’s support for the Jewish 
project, Indian supporters of the Jewish state wrote to the 
Zionists abroad urging them to remain steadfast to the larger 
state project.30 In November 1947, the UN General Assembly 
finally adopted the partition of Palestine. The newly inde-
pendent states of India and Pakistan, along with the Arab 
bloc, voted against it. Thousands of Palestinians were arbi-
trarily arrested, pushed off their land or killed. When partition 
came in 1948, it gave way to further catastrophe. Known as 
the Nakba, around 720,000 out of 1.3 million Palestinians had 
become refugees from mid-1949.31

Concomitant to the developments in Palestine, was the par-
tition of the Indian subcontinent under British stewardship. 
During colonial India, Britain ruled over parts of the subcon-
tinent directly—the areas that were termed “British India”; in 
addition, over 500 small and large territories were indirectly 
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ruled by Britain—they were under the control of regional 
princely rulers. They each exercised different levels of control 
and subservience to the British. India, then, was by no means 
a nation. And as Sunil Parushotham writes, India was not 
“destined to be a Republic. It had to be made into one.”32 

British colonial rule was instrumental in exacerbating 
tensions between communities in India. The British census of 
1871–2 for instance, in which Indians were classified by age, 
caste, religion, and occupation, had several administrative 
and political consequences. First, it collapsed identities into 
distinct categories, for instance Hindu and Muslim. Second, it 
also created the specter of a Hindu majority, leaving Muslims 
acutely aware and now fearful for their future as a minority.33 
“It seems that the projection of cleavages within colonial 
society was essential for sustaining colonial rule, which used a 
variety of texts, forms, and methods to continue and promote 
their rule even at the cost of strained communal relationships 
in India,” R.B. Bhagat writes.34 “At this juncture of history, 
the census counts first tried out in 1872 aided in the articula-
tion of the cleavages of majority and minority, a handmaiden 
in creating communal consciousness in the early twentieth 
century,” Bhagat adds.35 (More in Chapter 3).

As a result, Muslim leaders like Muhammad Iqbal and the 
leader of the Muslim League, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, knew 
that Muslims were a majority in the northwest and eastern 
portions of the subcontinent, and began to articulate a demand 
for greater autonomy for these regions. Given that Nehru was 
insistent on a centralized Indian state, in which the Congress 
party would replace the British as the keeper of the vast sub-
continent, he categorically refused Muhammad Ali Jinnah’s 
demands for autonomous Muslim regions inside a larger 
federal state. 

This insistence came at the cost of so-called unity as the sub-
continent was carved into the image of its two biggest religious 
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identities. Partition of the two primary regions—Punjab and 
Bengal—occurred, as British officials used outdated census 
reports to mark the boundaries that would divide the two new 
nations. Immense violence, displacement, dispute, and later 
annexation followed. It stirred one of the largest migrations 
known to mankind as 17.9 million people moved between 
newly formed Muslim and Hindu majority homelands.36 
Between March 1947 and January 1948, the bloodletting left 
around a million Hindus and Muslims dead across the sub-
continent. “Having lit the fuse, Mountbatten handed over the 
buildings to their new owners hours before they blew up, in 
what has a good claim to be the most contemptible single act in 
the annals of the Empire,” Perry Anderson wrote.37

On September 17, 1950, more than two years after its 
creation, the Indian government recognized the state of Israel. 
There were no exchanges of diplomats or envoys, no promise 
of trade or joint projects. Instead, India allowed Israel to open 
a single “immigration” office in Bombay (now Mumbai) more 
than 1,000 km away from the political class in New Delhi. 
For the next 40 years, it would be a relationship marked by 
ambivalence and indifference and most crucially, the struggle 
of perceptions. 

In the weeks prior to its recognition of Israel, the Indian gov-
ernment labored tirelessly over the pros and cons of altering 
its position on Israel. Delhi’s concerns revolved around three 
issues: India’s image, the country’s economy, and the specter 
of Pakistan. As part of the process, three envoys who repre-
sented India across much of the Middle East (Egypt, Lebanon, 
Iraq, Iran, and Jordan) were tasked with compiling their 
opinion on whether India ought to move ahead with recog-
nition. In their individual assessments, the extent to which 
India’s decisions were predicated on its own self-interest 
becomes clear. Dr. Fyzee, the ambassador to Egypt wrote that 
should India recognize Israel, “the Jewish controlled press in 



A Story of Two Partitions

11

both Britain and America is likely to take a more favorable 
attitude to India.”38 Ali Zahir, the envoy to Tehran added that 
given Iran (and Turkey) had already recognized Israel, India 
was unlikely to face censure in that country. In none of the 
arguments posited by the envoys was the fate of the Palestin-
ians even mentioned.39 

In a letter written to Nehru in April 1950, BV Keskar, a 
deputy minister in the Ministry of External Affairs, argued 
that “the main question is to decide whether we get any benefit 
in one form or the other from the Arab countries because of 
non-recognition.”40 Rubinoff told me that India “looked at 
the Middle East and saw three million Israelis and 120 million 
Arabs. They thought about their energy needs and they con-
sidered their place in the international order.”41 In the years 
following Indian independence, more than 70% of both its 
imports and exports traveled through the Suez Canal.42 

However, partition had left a gaping hole in the Indian 
project and represented a moral failure of the Indian National 
Congress. To embrace Israel meant validating the two-nation 
theory as well as Pakistan. Moreover, India now felt the need 
to compete with Pakistan for attention in the Arab world.43 
“Pakistan forced the Indians to be more critical of Tel Aviv 
than otherwise might have been the case,” Rubinoff says.44 It 
was this failure of the partition, then, that helped energize the 
Hindu right’s ambition of “uniting” all of India and correcting, 
as they saw it, a historic wrong. Likewise, Dr. Fyzee warned 
that if India recognized Israel, India might lose votes at the 
UN, and Pakistan would be able to exercise greater anti-
India propaganda. Keskar, in his letter, said that wooing the 
Arab world hadn’t yielded dividends in India’s dispute with 
Pakistan, an accusation that would become a regular refrain 
among Hindu nationalists in later years. The possibility of the 
Arab world taking Pakistan’s side over the disputed territory 
of Kashmir also loomed large. Nehru knew “he could not 
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afford to alienate the Arabs and Muslims . . . especially on the 
Kashmir issue,” Punyapriya Dasgupta wrote.45

In a communique justifying its eventual recognition of 
Israel, the Indian government referred to Israel as “an estab-
lished fact” and claimed that non-recognition would hamper 
its ability to wield influence in solving the crisis. At a press 
conference, Nehru said:

After careful thought we felt that while recognizing Israel 
as an entity, we need not at this stage, exchange diplomatic 
personnel . . . it is not a matter of principle, it is not a matter 
on which two opinions cannot be held. That, in the balance, 
is the decision we arrived at and, we think, is a correct 
decision.46

Consolidation with the Arab World 

With the introduction of the new Egyptian president, Gamal 
Abdul Nasser, in 1954, Nehru’s pursuit of closer ties with 
the Arab world took on new meaning. Nasser’s and Neh-
ru’s anti-colonial sentimentalism fed off one another, as 
both looked to create a rampart between cold war hostili-
ties of the superpowers and the nascent African and Asian 
states-in-building. 

But Nehru was typically indecisive. Take the events in the 
days prior to the Bandung Conference in 1955. The conference 
was billed as the largest ever gathering of movements on the 
precipice of liberation. Israel, through its repeated acts of set-
tler-colonialism, attachment to the imperial powers (Britain, 
U.S., and France) and ethnic cleansing of the Palestinian pop-
ulation, had no place at Bandung. Nehru was open to inviting 
Israel to the conference, only choosing to exclude Tel Aviv 
to avoid upsetting his Arab comrades. But even at Bandung, 
where a pro-Palestine resolution was passed, Nehru called for 
moderation when searching for a solution to Israeli aggression.




