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Abstract

This article considers the Second World War’s effects on radio infrastructures and listening
cultures in India through a detailed analysis of two radio stations: Radio SEAC and Congress
Radio. Radio SEAC was a military radio station based in Ceylon targeting British soldiers sta-
tioned in Asia. It housed what was then one of themost wide-reaching transmitters. Congress
Radio was a makeshift station in Bombay run by young and largely unknown anticolonial
activists. While operating on vastly different scales and with rival goals, these stations’ politi-
cal ambitionswere surprisingly similar. Radio SEAC sought to restore confidence in the empire
by invoking an old device of imperialism: what Brian Larkin calls the ‘colonial sublime’, the
use of ‘technology to represent an overwhelming sense of grandeur’. Radio SEAC’s colonial
sublime, however, was not aimed at colonized populations, but at disillusioned British sol-
diers, whose faith in the empire the station wished to revive. Congress Radio, in contrast,
sought to summon what I call the ‘anticolonial sublime’ by deploying the aura of imperial
technology against British rulers. Yet, whereas the colonial sublime required technologies to
work smoothly, the anticolonial sublime did not. Congress radio broadcasters celebrated their
station’s faulty reception, nurturing an aesthetic of rebelliousness. Analysing these two radio
projects together, the article traces how the war shaped technological infrastructures while
challenging conventional understandings about how radio connects with audiences. British
administrators, like anticolonial activists, sought to bring about change less throughprogram-
ming content than through the aura of technological prowess they hoped their stationswould
generate.
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Introduction

In this article, I consider the Second World War’s effects on radio infrastructures and
listening cultures in South Asia through a detailed analysis of two stations: Radio
SEAC and Congress Radio. Radio SEAC was a military radio station based in the crown
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colony of Ceylon, whose broadcasts targeted British soldiers stationed in Asia during
the waning years of the war. The station’s name was the acronym for the Southeast
Asia Command (SEAC), but it technically targeted British soldiers in both the Southeast
Asia and India military commands. The station housed a powerful and wide-reaching
transmitter, which the British government’s War Office had ordered from theMarconi
company in 1944 in the hope that providing access to entertaining radio programmes
would lift the spirits of British soldiers stationed in the East and help sway the war in
Britain’s favour.1

In contrast to this powerful, trans-regional imperial radio station, Congress Radio
was a makeshift station in Bombay relying on a low-power transmitter that could only
reach a few neighbourhoods in the city, run by a small group of young anticolonial
activists with little or no broadcasting experience. Frustrated with the censored print
media, motivated by Gandhi’s famous call for the British to ‘quit India’, and likely to
have been inspired by the growing popularity of Axis radio stations broadcasting in
Indian languages, this group of activists took to the airwaves. Congress Radio aired
its first broadcast in late August 1942 as the Quit India movement’s uprisings unset-
tled colonial rule in Bombay and India more generally.2 While clearly Radio SEAC and
Congress Radio operated on vastly different scales and had rival goals, their political
ambitions and staging of technology, this article will demonstrate, were rather similar.

Radio SEAC sought to restore confidence in the empire during a moment of crisis
by invoking an old device of imperialism: what Brian Larkin calls the ‘colonial sub-
lime’, the use of ‘technology to represent an overwhelming sense of grandeur and
awe in the service of the colonial power’.3 Focusing on Nigeria, Larkin argues that
British mastery of technology was ‘part of the conceptual promise of colonialism and
its self-justification—the freeing of natives from superstitious belief by offering them
the universalizing world of science’.4 Expanding on Larkin’s findings, in my analy-
sis of Radio SEAC, I demonstrate how the colonial sublime was not only directed at
colonized populations, but was also used to try to reassure a dispirited British popula-
tion (in this case British soldiers) of the empire’s continuing vitality when its demise
had become all but certain. Yet, if the colonial sublime was an effort by colonialists
to use technology as ‘evidence of the supremacy of European technological civiliza-
tion’, then the makeshift underground Congress Radio station turned that idea on its
head.5 The young Bombay-based activists and Quit India movement participants who

1‘Letter to Secretary of State from Lord Mountbatten’, WO 203/5207, The National Archives (NA-UK
from here on); ‘Radio SEAC’, WO 203/5207, NA-UK.

2With the Quit India campaign, Gandhi called for an immediate end to British rule. In response, the
government put most major Congress leaders in prison and protest and violence erupted throughout the
country. For more on Quit India, see Srinath Raghavan, India’s war: World War II and the making of modern

South Asia (New York: Basic Books, 2016); Gyanendra Pandey, The Indian Nation in 1942 (New Delhi: Centre
for Studies in Social Sciences, 1988); and Tanika Sarkar and Sekhar Bandyopadhyay, Calcutta: the stormy

decades (New York: Routledge, 2018).
3Brian Larkin, Signal and noise:media, infrastructure, and urban culture inNigeria (Durham: DukeUniversity

Press, 2008, Kindle edn), Loc 20 of 404.
4Ibid., Loc 59 of 404.
5Ibid., Loc. 58 of 404.
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managed it sought to demonstrate that British colonialists did not have a monopoly
on technological mastery. By using technological innovation against colonial rulers
and by embracing radio broadcasting against colonial rule, these amateur broadcast-
ers sought to summon what we might call the anticolonial sublime. Madhu Limaye, a
writer and anticolonial activist during the Quit India uprisings, alluded to the power of
the anticolonial sublime when describing Congress Radio: ‘the broadcasts were indis-
tinct. They could not have damaged the government much. But the Congress Radio
was a challenge to its authority and prestige.’6

Paying attention to the (anti)colonial sublime also invites us to rethink assump-
tions about how the medium of radio connects with audiences. As we will see, British
administrators tried to re-establish faith in the empire less through the content of
Radio SEAC’s programming than through the aura of technological grandeur that
administrators hoped the military station’s transmitter, lauded as among the best in
the world, would surely generate. Similarly, Congress Radio’s influence had less to
do with the actual broadcast content than with the air of insubordination the sta-
tion’s presence on the airwaves conveyed, regardless of how limited its transmitter’s
actual reach was and how few people could tune in. The radio had become a vital
technology during the Second World War, critical in both military and civilian con-
texts, and broadcasting acquired an important symbolic value that went beyond its
logistical benefit. To command the airwaves was to command power.7 Therefore, in
answering Andrea Stanton’s call to study radio’s infrastructures and materiality, this
article demonstrates that the materiality of radio also had important communicative
power.8

For the young anticolonial activists whomanaged Congress Radio, as for the British
War Office that controlled Radio SEAC, ‘the medium was the message’ to borrow
Marshall McLuhan’s famous rendering.9 The medium and the message converged in
the aura that these two stations sought to evoke, even as their aestheticmanifestations
of the ‘(anti) colonial sublime’ differed greatly. Congress Radio’s technologywas faulty,
and its broadcasts were often inaudible. Yet, whereas the colonial sublime required
technologies to work efficiently and even smoothly to convey a ‘sense of power’, the
anticolonial sublime did not.10 Congress Radio broadcasters owned the station’s static-
filled and unreliable reception asmuch as they celebrated their station’s underground,
secretive, and rebellious character. Broadcasters encouraged audiences to spread the
station’smessage viaword-of-mouth and actively cultivated an aesthetic of rebellious-
ness and even illicitness. In contrast, British administrators focused on and celebrated

6‘The voice of revolution: the underground Congress Radio was the mouthpiece of freedom fighters
and a challenge to the British, recalls Madhu Limaye’, Times of India, 9 August 1992.

7As historians of radio have argued, many people did not see the Second World War as much as they
heard it through their receivers. See, for example, Neil Verma, Theatre of the mind: imagination, aesthetics,

and American radio drama (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2012), p. 96. See also Gerd Horton, Radio goes
to war: the cultural politics of propaganda during World War II (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002).

8Andrea Stanton, This is Jerusalem calling: state radio in mandate Palestine (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 2013), p. 7.

9Marshall McLuhan, Understanding media: the extensions of man (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994 [1964]). See
Chapter 1: ‘The medium is the message’.

10Larkin, Signal and noise, Loc 55 of 404.
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Radio SEAC’s wide-reaching and high-tech powerful transmitter as an example of the
British empire’s still unbeatable technological might.

Interestingly, the (anti)colonial sublime also helped build the archive used in this
study. As Alejandra Bronfman reminds us, histories of radio, and the media more
generally, require a particularly reflexive approach, attentive to the ‘the role of com-
munications technologies as mediators and authors’ of archives.11 Studying Radio
SEAC and Congress Radio together allows us to fully appreciate how the (anti)colo-
nial sublime helped build the station’s archives and to read these sources critically
and reflexively. A fixation with Radio SEAC’s powerful transmitter and various efforts
to celebrate and publicize it ensured that this station left behind a rich paper trail.
Likewise, British administrators’ reluctance to bequeath the transmitter to the newly
independent Ceylonese government after 1948 was well documented. Similarly, in the
case of Congress Radio, the colonial government’s extended andwell-publicized efforts
to shut down the underground radio station and to punish its founders also helped cre-
ate a sizeable paper trail. The Bombay police transcribed (and translated) nearly all of
the station’s broadcasts and collected details about the station’s innerworkings and its
organizers’ personal lives through investigations and a series of depositions. The trial
involving Congress Radio, like most court proceedings against anticolonial activists,
was well documented. This imperial paper archive, read alongside the detailed per-
sonal account of Usha Mehta, one of Congress Radio’s leading voices and organizers,
has made it possible to stitch together Congress Radio’s story.12

The stories of Radio SEAC and Congress Radio form part of a larger narrative about
radio and the Second World War in South Asia. In 1928, following a discussion of
radio and its potential uses in India, the marquess of Linlithgow, serving as viceroy of
India, remarked: ‘It cannot be said that broadcasting is, under existing conditions, of
immense strategic importance in India.’13 As Joselyn Zivin notes, behind his hesitation
lay a looming fear that by building up a broadcasting infrastructure, the government
‘might just be creating a mouthpiece for the growing and increasingly vociferous
anti-colonial movement’.14 The outbreak of the war, however, ultimately forced the
administration to finally build that broadcasting infrastructure. Axis radio stations,
first from Germany and later Japan, filled the Indian airwaves. Largely in response
to the growing popularity of Axis radio broadcasts, the British government in India
made ‘its first genuine’, albeit ‘belated and haphazard’, attempt to reach the general

11Alejandra Bronfman, Isles of noise: sonic media in the Caribbean (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina, 2016), p. 35.

12For more on Congress Radio, see Usha Thakkar, Congress Radio: Usha Mehta and the underground radio

station of 1942 (Haryana: Penguin Viking, 2021). Thakkar’s detailed interviews with Usha Mehta cited
extensively in this work proved an invaluable source. Thakkar provides a thorough account of the station
and the contributions of its organizers and broadcasters. However, she focuses more on engaging schol-
arship on Indian nationalism than on engaging works on the Second World War and radio broadcasting.
Shifting direction, but still drawing and expanding on her pioneering work, in this article I present the
story of Congress Radio in the context of the Second World War as experienced in colonial India, and I
engage literature on radio broadcasting in and beyond South Asia.

13Telegraph from Viceroy to Eric Dunston, April 8, 1928, Broadcasting in India, L/PO/3/1, British
Library, India Office (BL-IO from here on).

14For further discussion of this anxiety, see Joselyn Zivin, ‘The imagined reign of the iron lecturer:
village broadcasting in colonial India’,Modern Asian Studies 32, no. 3, 1998, pp. 717–38.
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population through themediumof radio and developed the national network, All India
Radio (AIR).15

Although the British Government of India did not technically have jurisdiction over
Radio SEAC, which was based in the crown colony of Ceylon, Radio SEAC did form
part of the British colonial administration’s larger foray into broadcasting during the
Second World War. Similarly, while Congress Radio was by no means an Axis radio
station, the station bore an important relationship to German and Japanese stations
broadcasting in Indian languages during the war.16 As I further describe in this arti-
cle, Congress Radio, like Axis radio stations, embraced the notion of radio as a medium
of defiance that could bypass colonial censorship of the print media. Moreover, like
Axis radio stations, Congress Radio broadcasters encouraged its audiences to spread
the station’s message via word-of-mouth by talking to family and friends about what
they had heard on the radio.

By studying Radio SEAC and Congress Radio together as wartime radio stations, this
article, like the special issue as whole, demonstrates that the Second World War was a
transformational event in the subcontinent’s history that had long-lasting effects on
broadcasting infrastructures and listening cultures.17 This article presents Quit India
not only as turning point in the anticolonial movement, but also as a Second World
War ‘moment’ related to the pressures and changes of the global war. In this way,
when read together, the stories of Radio SEAC and Congress Radio show how, during
the Second World War, the medium of radio simultaneously served and contested the
colonial state. Moreover, the global war set the stage for a continuing rivalry between
state-sponsored radionetworks and rival stations,whose broadcasters used radio tech-
nology to consciously challenge state agendas in the post-independence period in
South Asia. By analysing these two radio projects, which operated on very different
scales, alongside one another—one hoping to reinvigorate the empire and the other
hoping to discredit it—we can begin to trace radio’s important role during a turning
point in the region’s history.

Radio SEAC and the colonial sublime

The story of Radio SEAC begins with a series of newspaper reports about the declin-
ing morale of British soldiers stationed in Asia. Among them was an article in the
Sunday Pictorial about the poor facilities available to soldiers stationed in Asia com-
pared to soldiers in Europe. According to Eric Hitchcock, the Sunday Pictorial reported

15Isabel Huacuja Alonso, Radio for themillions: Hindi-Urdu broadcasting across borders (NewYork: Columbia
University Press, 2023), p. 26. For more on All India Radio, see David Lelyveld, ‘Colonial knowledge and
the fate of Hindustani’, Comparative Studies in Society and History 35, no. 4, 1993, pp. 665–82; D. Lelyveld,
‘Transmitters and culture: the colonial roots of Indian broadcasting’, South Asian Research 10, no. 1, 1990,
pp. 41–52; D. Lelyveld, ‘Upon the subdominant: administering music on All India Radio’, Social Text 39,
1994, pp. 111–27. David Lelyveld’s pioneering articles, published in the 1990s, demonstrate the various
ways that radio in independent India remained loyal to the British centralized system of broadcasting.

16For a detailed account of Axis radio broadcasts during the Second World War, see Part I of Huacuja
Alonso, Radio for the millions. See also Indivar Kamtekar, ‘The shiver of 1942’, Studies in History 18, no. 1,
2002, pp. 81–102.

17For a more extensive summary and analysis of scholarly literature on the Second World War in the
region, see the introduction to this special issue.
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that medical facilities for British soldiers in Asia were ‘starved of personnel and
out of date in [their] equipment’ and soldiers lacked access to the simplest of plea-
sures: beer, cigarettes, and radio.18 Not long after the article’s publication, Leo Amery,
a cabinet minister and secretary of state for India, sent his undersecretary, Earl
Munster, to conduct an official investigation into the matter. Munster’s formal report,
following several weeks of interviews, was not all that different from the newspa-
per’s conclusions. British soldiers in South and Southeast Asia, he explained, clearly
suffered from low morale. The situation, he insisted, was critical and urgent. His rec-
ommendations included improving medical facilities, increasing soldiers’ beer and
cigarette rations, and ensuring they had access to better radio programmes. The
BBC troops’ broadcasts, he reported, were mostly inaudible throughout Asia. While
All India Radio did produce various programmes for soldiers, these aired only for
a few hours a week and most programmes catered to the tastes of Indian soldiers.
British forces in South and Southeast Asia, Munster concluded, needed their own radio
service.19

The War Office took Munster’s recommendations seriously, particularly those
related to radio.20 In November of 1944, when thewar’s end still felt far away, the office
proposed a bold and ambitious plan: setting up a radio transmitter in India powerful
enough to reach all British soldiers wherever the war in the East would take them.
The transmitter cost more than a quarter of a million pounds, not including trans-
portation, maintenance, and programming expenses.21 Given the financial difficulties
faced by the War Office and the British government more generally, this was no small
investment. Yet, behind the War Office’s interest in this grand project and its state-of-
the-art 100kw shortwave transmitter—about as powerful as possible back then—was
a desire to demonstrate mastery over what had become the most important form of
media communication during the global war. In the summer of 1945, the War Office
gave the go-ahead to the Marconi Company to begin assemblage of the transmitter
and to make arrangements to ship the equipment to Asia.22

Louis Mountbatten’s Radio SEAC

One individual, famous for his media-savviness and for his propensity for showman-
ship, took an immediate interest in the large-scale radio project: Louis Mountbatten,
the supreme commander of the Southeast Asia Command (SEAC) (see Figures 1 and 2).

18This article is cited in Eric Hitchcock,Making waves: Admiral Mountbatten’s Radio SEAC 1945–49 (Solihull,
West Midlands: Helion and Company Limited, 2014), p. 50. For a detailed account of the British 14th Army
and its ‘forgotten army’ label and the sense of abandonment felt by British soldiers stationed in the East,
see Christopher Bayly and Timothy Harper, Forgotten armies: the fall of British Asia, 1941–1945 (London: Allen
Lane, 2004).

19Report cited in Hitchcock,Making waves, p. 57. W0 165/111, NA-UK.
20‘Letter to Secretary of State from Lord Mountbatten’, WO 203/5207, NA-UK; ‘Radio SEAC’, WO

203/5207, NA-UK.
21‘Report on the discussion regarding forces broadcasting for India and South East Asia command,

November 11, 1944’, L/I/1/937, BL-IO.
22For the cost of the transmitter and details of other expenses, see ‘Radio SEAC’, WO 203/5207, NA-UK.

See also Hitchcock,Making waves, p. 72.
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Figure 1. Supreme Allied Commander South East Asia Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten in Arakan, Burma, February
1944. Source: 4700-64 SE 14 ImperialWar Museum, via theWWII database: https://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=
22281, [accessed 23 March 2023].

In present-day India and Pakistan, Mountbatten is known as the last viceroy of India,
but for our purposes, it was his prior, lesser-known military appointment that proved
most influential.23

23Manyhistorians believe that his decision to hasten the British retreat from the subcontinent had dev-
astating consequences andultimately contributed to the carnage that followed the British departure from
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Figure 2. Louis Mountbatten speaking to the officers and men of USS Saratoga at Colombo,Ceylon (now Sri Lanka),
30 April 1944. Source: United States National Archives, via theWWII database: https://ww2db.com/image.php?image_
id=18526, [accessed 23 March 2023].

In August 1943, following a series of Japanese advances in Southeast Asia, Churchill
and Roosevelt formed SEAC to coordinate Allied air, sea, and land operations in the
Southeast Asia Theatre. Mountbatten’s biographer, Philip Ziegler, writes that, at the
time, nobody seemed to know exactly what the supreme commander’s duties and
responsibilities would entail.24 Mountbatten, however, considered public relations to
be a crucial part of his role. He met with troops often, helped inaugurate a troops

India. See, for example, Sugata Bose and Ayesha Jalal, Modern South Asia: history, culture, political economy,
4th edn (New York: Routledge, 2018).

24Philip Ziegler,Mountbatten: the official biography (London: Collins, 1985), p. 230.
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newspaper, and took every opportunity to publicize his command.25 As supreme
commander, Mountbatten technically served both American and British troops, but
American soldiers complained thatMountbatten cared only for British troops and that
SEAC might as well stand for ‘Save England’s Asian Colonies’.26 Ironically, this name
also aptly describes the purpose that Radio SEAC would later serve.

It was no secret that Mountbatten had a fondness for media and publicity. While
in charge of the Royal Navy, he had contributed to the making of the film In Which
We Serve (Noël Coward, David Lean, 1942), which was loosely based on the Royal Navy’s
HMS Kelly, whichMountbatten had commanded (see Figure 3).27 In his diary, Archibald
Wavell, both an army commander and the Indian viceroy who preceded Mountbatten,
described a conversation with him. When Wavell explained that he had not seen a
particular film because he was ‘not musical’, Mountbatten offered a brash retort: ‘You
don’t need to be musical to enjoy musical films, with just cheerful songs and dancing.’
Wavell wrote that that conversation had left him feeling like a ‘cheerless killjoy’.28 In
addition to cinema andmusic, Mountbatten’s interest in technology and radio is noted
in other sources. While working in the Royal Navy, Mountbatten had trained as a wire-
less technician and even published a manual about wireless technology. In his diary,
Mountbatten also noted that he was fascinated with the nawab of Rampur’s extensive
collection of radios.29

Given this prior interest in media—and radio specifically—it is unlikely to have
come as a surprise to anyone that when Mountbatten learned about the War Office’s
ambitious radio venture, he could not help wanting to take it over. One Radio SEAC
engineer pointed out that from the very beginning, the whole project had a rather
‘Mountbatten style about it’ because it was a ‘bold, ambitious undertaking costing a
lot of money’.30 Radio SEAC, however, had a ‘Mountbatten style’ for another reason:
Mountbatten, perhaps more than any other high-ranking British official, was inter-
ested in the ‘performance of empire’, and in particular in performing empire before
the British public. Two years after the end of the war, when Mountbatten oversaw
the British departure from India as viceroy of India, he personally choreographed the
British media coverage of the event and was remarkably successful in presenting the

25LouisMountbatten, Personal diary of the Lord LouisMountbatten SupremeAllied Commander South East Asia

1943–1946, (ed.) Philip Ziegler (London: Collins, 1998). The diary containsmany instances ofMountbatten’s
publicity work. For notes on the newspaper, see pp. 57–58. Cited in Hitchcock,Making waves, p. 46.

26Jonathan Templin Ritter, Stilwell and Mountbatten in Burma: Allies at war, 1943–1944 (Denton: University
of North Texas Press, 2017), p. 54.

27It is also noteworthy that there is an interesting parallel between how the film manages to present
the sinking of the ship as a moment of glory rather than defeat and how a few years later Mountbatten
also celebrated the ‘sinking’ of the empire. For more on Mountbatten’s interest in film, see Adrian Smith,
‘Mountbatten goes to the movies: promoting the heroic myth through cinema’, Historical Journal of Film,

Radio, and Television 26, no. 3, 2006, pp. 395–416.
28Penderel Moon (ed.), Wavell, the viceroy’s journal (London: Oxford, 1973), p. 40. Cited in Smith,

‘Mountbatten goes to the movies’, p. 401. Also, Chandrika Kaul explains that, unlike Mountbatten, Wavell
did not feel the need to cultivate a media image. Chandrika Kaul, Communications, media and the imperial

experience: Britain and India in the twentieth century (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 174.
29Mountbatten, Diary, p. 73. Cited in Hitchcock,Making waves, p. 38.
30Hitchcock,Making waves, p. 40.
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Figure 3. Poster of In Which We Serve. Source: Cine Material: https://www.cinematerial.com/movies/in-which-we-
serve-i34891/p/bw77vzsd, [accessed 1 May 2023].

loss of Britain’s most important colony as a moment of imperial celebration.31 Radio
SEAC, like the decolonization ceremony Mountbatten later hosted, can be read as a
quixotic attempt to revive faith in Britain’s imperial project at the very moment its
end was all but certain.

In the original report on British soldiers’ morale, the undersecretary Earl Munster
had assumed the new radio station for British soldiers would be based in Delhi and

31Chandrika, Communications, media, and the imperial experience, p. 271.
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wouldmake use of All India Radio’s brand-new facilities, which the British government
had expanded, largely in response towartime needs.32 Mountbatten, however, had just
moved SEAC’s headquarters from India to Ceylon, and he lobbied hard to convince the
War Office to ship the Marconi transmitter to the island.

Mountbatten’s move to Ceylon had not been without controversy. Some believed
that the supreme commander, who was related to the royal family, hadmoved his staff
to the island so that he could enjoy a more regal lifestyle. After all, Mountbatten’s
office was in Kandy’s botanical gardens, which were famous for their exquisite beauty.
Documents, however, reveal that the shift to Ceylonwasmore likely to have beenmoti-
vated by Mountbatten’s desire to sidestep the bureaucracy of the British Government
of India and to evade the pressures of the growing Indian anticolonial movement than
by Kandy’s luxurious gardens.33 Ceylon was a crown colony governed closely from
London and had not witnessedmass opposition to colonial rule in the samemanner as
India.

In response to Mountbatten’s requests, the War Office compared the pros and cons
of the two locations. Echoing Mountbatten, the committee pointed out that in Ceylon
the War Office would have more control over the station as it would not have to defer
decisions to the Government of India, but noted that from a financial point of view,
Delhi was the better choice because the radio station there already had studios and
trained personnel. However, the deciding factor seems to have been related to the
transmitter’s reach. The committee noted that in Colombo the Marconi transmitter
would be likely to enjoy wider reach because of the specific atmospheric conditions
there.

Mountbatten named the military station Radio SEAC, after the initials of his own
regime, but the station technically catered to soldiers in both the SEAC and India
commands. In a letter, Mountbatten explained to the concerned commander-in-
chief of India, Claude Auchinleck, that the name had been selected because it was
‘short’ and ‘easily pronounceable’ and reassured Auchinleck that the new military
radio would not give preference to soldiers in SEAC over India Command soldiers.
Radio SEAC’s broadcasts, Mountbatten explained, would begin with the following
announcement: ‘This is the forces broadcasting service, Radio SEAC, broadcasting
in India and Southeast Asia’.34 It is likely that Auchinleck was not satisfied with
Mountbatten’s explanation, but he ultimately dropped the matter, at least in official
correspondence.

32Report cited in Hitchcock,Making waves, p. 57. W0 165/111, NA-UK. See also ‘Report on the discussion
regarding forces broadcasting for India and South East Asia Commands’, L/I/1/937, BL-IO.

33In a letter, Mountbatten explained: ‘I want to make sure that my staff can stand on their own two
feet.’ He went on to note, ‘It will be a good thing to get away from the social and political attitude’ of
New Delhi, 19 May 1944, Lady Pamela Hicks Papers, cited in Ziegler,Mountbatten, p. 278. Mountbatten also
explained themove in terms ofmilitary strategy: ‘I favouredmoving to Ceylon, not only because it was the
nearest point opposite the centre of the Japanese perimeter, and therefore the best fromwhich to control
amphibious operations; but also because it already provided the main base and shore headquarters of
the Eastern fleet’: Mountbatten, ‘Report to the combined chiefs of staff’, p. 5, cited in Ritter, Stilwell and
Mountbatten in Burma, p. 90.

34‘Letter to Claude Auchinleck from Lord Mountbatten, February 7, 1945’, WO 203/5207, NA-UK.
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Radio SEAC goes on the air

Unaware of the war’s nearing end, the War Office made plans to inaugurate the
new military station in Ceylon in April 1945.35 A team of ten BBC radio engineers
reached Ceylon that summer to assemble and provide maintenance to the famed
100KW transmitter as Mountbatten’s SEAC staff busied themselves preparing new stu-
dios and offices and training broadcasting staff. But a dock strike and otherwar-related
hindrances kept setting back the date of the transmitter’s arrival and delaying the
station’s inauguration.36 Eager to start airing radio programmes for British soldiers,
Radio SEAC staff began broadcasting on low power transmitters.37 Since the Marconi
transmitter was yet to arrive, there could be no grand unveiling ceremony. As Larkin
notes, unveiling and inauguration ceremonies were important symbolic events when
the idea of technology and infrastructure as colonial spectacle could be felt most
powerfully.38 For Mountbatten, the inauguration of a large transmitter that had been
shipped directly from Britain would have been an affirmation not only of Radio SEAC’s
technologicalmight, but also of his own influence as the supreme commander of SEAC.

Without the Marconi-built transmitter to boast about, the station’s launch did not
make much of splash. Its programming was, if anything, characterized by its ordi-
nariness. As the War Office had originally planned, news and music programmes
took up the majority of the station’s airtime. Radio SEAC prepared a few local news
programmes that specifically addressed news items related to the SEAC and India
commands, but BBC news relays made up the majority of the station’s news cover-
age.39 Music programmes were locally produced, and these consisted mostly of music
rotations featuring contemporary songs popular in Britain at the time.40 While not
particularly unique, it appears that these music rotations did quickly gain a robust
following among soldiers. It is telling, for example, that the station’s magazine, SEAC
Forces Radio Times, regularly printed excerpts from listeners’ letters and broadcasters’
responses.41

On one occasion, Victor Poole, the host of HeardMemories, explained to his fans that
hewas receiving toomany requests for the film song ‘Warsaw Concerto’.42 Poole noted
that asmuch as hewanted to satisfy his listeners’ wishes, he could not play just this one

35‘Report on the discussion regarding forces broadcasting for India and South East Asia Commands’,
L/I/1/937, BL-IO.

36Eric Hitchcock, ‘Radio SEAC’s transmitters: Eric Hitchcock brings us a tale of 1940s broadcasting
from the Indian Ocean’, Shortwave Magazine, 2000, pp. 45–52. ‘Letter to the Secretary of State from Lord
Mountbatten, January 20, 1946’, WO 203/5207, NA-UK.

37Eager to get the station up and running as soon as possible, Radio SEAC personnel set up a 7.5
KW transmitter and, in later months, managed to increase its power to 17 KW. See ‘Appendix B Forces
Broadcasting Services Radio—SEAC’, L/I/1/440, BL-IO.

38Larkin, Signal and noise, Loc 144 of 404.
39‘Appendix A: Directive to station commander radio unit SEAC’, L/I/1/440, BL-IO.
40This meant that Radio SEAC had to quickly develop an extensive gramophone record library. The

station received two copies of every gramophone record advertised in His Master Voice’s catalogue lists.
These records probably made up the backbone of the station’s music programmes. See Hitchcock,Making

waves.
41‘Appendix D: SEAC Forces Radio Times’, L/I/1/440, BL-IO.
42‘Forces Radio Times, June 1947’, L/I/1/440, BL-IO. ‘Warsaw Concerto’ is a piano and orchestra piece

featured in the film Dangerous Moonlight.
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song for the entire duration of the programme.43 Poole’s comments and other notes by
broadcasters and listeners published in this magazine indicate that Radio SEAC, even
in its diminished form and relying on low-power transmitters, helped to build a sense
of community among soldiers.44

While sources suggest soldiers enthusiastically participated in music request pro-
grammes, the station fell short of accomplishing the colonial sublime in the ways that
theWar Office andMountbatten himself had probably hoped for.45 Without the power-
ful, awe-inspiring transmitter, Radio SEACwas a rathermundanemilitary radio station
producing routine programmes at the tail end of the global war. Still, this failure is
representative of the ways in which the colonial sublime functioned (or failed to func-
tion) in colonial settings. As Larkin notes, ‘the British made totems out of technology
and placed them centre stage in society’, but as technologiesmalfunctioned or became
ordinary, they failed to convey the same ‘sense of power—the feeling of submission and
prostration’. One of the characteristics of the colonial sublime, Larkin then argues, was
that it was necessarily temporary and ultimately short-lived.46 Radio SEAC, however,
was unique in that its aura faded before it had even begun to shine.

The transmitter’s arrival and transfer of ownership

In May of 1946 the much-awaited Marconi transmitter finally aired its first broadcast
from Ceylon. By then, the war had been over for more than a year and Mountbatten
was already making plans to leave the island permanently.47 But there were still
British officers stationed in Asia and Radio SEAC continued to air programmes for

43Ibid.
44As Vebhuti Duggal has shown, successful song request programmes with active audience corre-

spondence were particularly effective in creating a sense of community among radio listeners. Vebhuti
Duggal, ‘Imagining sound through the pharmaish: radios and request-postcards inNorth India, c. 1955–75’,
BioScope: South Asian Screen Studies 9, no. 1, 2018, pp. 1–23, doi.org/DOI: 10.1177/0974927618767270.
Incidentally, these musical rotation programmes foreshadowed the important role that the station in
its later reincarnation as Radio Ceylon in the 1950s would play in popularizing Hindi film songs through
similar musical rotation radio programmes. Another Radio SEAC production also foreshadowed Radio
Ceylon’s future influential role in shaping cinematic cultures. A broadcaster named Desmond Carrington
produced a creative programme that made it possible for Radio SEAC listeners to enjoy newly released
films aurally. He played excerpts of a film’s soundtrack and dialogue and narrated the film’s storyline him-
self. One programme, which featured the popular film Brief Encounter, a British romantic drama released
in 1945, not only captivated soldiers but the entire Radio SEAC staff. Carrington, who clearly had a knack
for producing enthralling radio programmes, went on to have a very successful career at the BBC after
leaving Radio SEAC. Hitchcock, Making waves, provides a detailed description of this programme and his
memories of it.

45Radio SEAC catered to British troops and was imagined from the very beginning as a radio station
for British soldiers. The programming exemplifies the ways in which British officials purposefully erased
and devalued the contributions of non-white soldiers to thewar effort. Interestingly, however, the station
also aired a 90-minute-long Hindustani-language programme for Indian troops. ‘Broadcasting service to
troops in India and SEAC’, L/I/1/937, BL-IO; ‘Army Broadcasting to India and SEAC minutes of a meeting
on Thursday 26th, 1944’, L/I/1/937, BL-IO; ‘Appendix A: directive to station commander radio unit SEAC’,
L/I/1/440, BL-IO.

46Larkin, Signal and noise, Loc 323 of 404.
47‘Letter to Secretary of State from Lord Mountbatten, January 20, 1946’, WO 203/5207, NA-UK. SEAC

headquarters were shifted to Singapore. Hitchcock,Making Waves, p. 111.
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their entertainment.48 Within weeks of the transmitter’s inauguration, soldiers and
civilians in South and Southeast Asia remarked on its extraordinarily clear and static-
free transmission and its widespread reception, which reached significantly further
than anticipated. Radio listeners in the Middle East, parts of Africa and Europe, and
even some wireless enthusiasts in the United States reported hearing its transmis-
sions and sent detailed reception reports to Radio SEAC staff in Ceylon.49 The War
Office also learned that an increasing number of civilians were now tuning into
Radio SEAC, enticed, it appears, by their static-free music programmes.50 Under dif-
ferent circumstances, this would have been the perfect opportunity to celebrate the
transmitter’s unprecedented reach and to invoke the colonial sublime. However, with
most soldiers returning home and with the massive communal violence that followed
Britain’s retreat from India and Mountbatten’s departure, there was no longer space
to celebrate the awe of imperial technology.

The question facing British officials now was a different one: what to do with the
transmitter, which was too big to disassemble and ship back to Britain.51 Some sug-
gested the War Office and the BBC should coordinate and launch a new Asia-wide
service to promote the commonwealth. One officer explained that the station could
help Britain remain a ‘forefront voice’ in the ‘two new dominions’ [meaning India
and Pakistan].52 Ceylonese leaders, however, quickly deflated these lofty dreams. In
February of 1948, British Ceylon gained independence and the country’s first prime
minister, Don Stephen Senanayake, made it clear that the new government would
not allow their former colonial leaders to run a military radio station on their soil.53

British officers went into a mild state of panic when they discovered Ceylon officials
were already making plans to start a commercial station using SEAC’s transmitter.54

One worried British official explained that American businesses could take advan-
tage and advertise their products on the airwaves ‘with serious consequences to
United Kingdommarkets’.55 Evenmore dangerously, commercial broadcasting “‘across

48‘Appendix D: SEAC Forces Radio Times’, L/I/1/440, BL-IO.
49See Hitchcock,Making waves. He cites ‘Letter from Mr. E. Bonong to Mr. R. N. Bon’, T 219/91, NA-UK.
50See Hitchcock, ‘Radio SEAC’s transmitters’; ‘Appendix A: copy of letter convening conference 17

Sep 1947 10 September 1947, Letter to Crawley Esq. Forces Broadcasting station—Radio SEAC Ceylon’,
L/I/1/440, BL-IO.

51One officer explained: ‘With the reduction of the military forces serving in the Far East, however,
the continued operation of the station almost entirely at the expense of the Army, does not appear to
be justified, and it’s considered that the other interested Service Departments might agree to contribute
towards the cost of maintaining this station.’ Ibid.

52‘Radio SEAC—Ceylon March 18, 1947’, L/I/1/440, BL-IO. Interestingly, Mountbatten had been par-
ticularly invested in the idea of the commonwealth as a way of ensuring that the glamour, spectacle,
and influence of the British empire would remain after Britain’s formal retreat from its colonies. See
Louis Mountbatten, Mountbatten’s report on the last viceroyalty (22 March 15–August 1947), (ed.) Lionel Carter
(New Delhi: Manohar, 2003).

53Information Services Committee Commercial Broadcasting, Broadcasting—Radio SEAC Ceylon,
L/I/1/440, BL-IO. The document states, ‘The Ceylon government [is] unwilling to allow the station to
remain in United Kingdom ownership now that Ceylon is independent.’

54‘Inward telegram to commonwealth relations, April 15, 1948, Broadcasting—Radio SEAC Ceylon’,
L/I/1/440, BL-IO.

55Ibid. The document explains, ‘It is believed that US concerns would be interested in extending their
commercial influence throughout this area by utilizing radio SEAC.’
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frontiers”56 could have unexpected political consequences’.57 The message here seems
to be that if Britainwas not able to take advantage of the transmitter’s sublime powers,
letting others do so would be unwise.

In the end, Prime Minister Senanayake made two concessions that helped ease
British officials’ worries. He promised to give preference to British and commonwealth
clients in the new commercial service and agreed to let BBC staff use the transmitter
to relay news to the remaining British troops in Asia for a few hours a day for a period
of twomore years. InMarch 1949, the former Britishmilitary transmitter aired its first
broadcast as Radio Ceylon.58

Immediately after the transfer of ownership, the Ceylonese began commercial
broadcasting to India and Pakistan. Within less than a decade the Hindi-language
branch of Radio Ceylon’s commercial service had gained unprecedented popularity in
India and Pakistan through its rather creative Hindi film-song programmes, includ-
ing the immensely popular Binaca Geetmala radio programme.59 Scholars have now
begun to pay attention to Radio Ceylon’s pivotal role in shaping India and Pakistan’s
popular cultures, and in particular in shaping an aural cinematic culture across bor-
ders. Largely absent from this story, however, is how British administrators’ desire to
invoke the colonial sublime in the midst of a global war made Radio Ceylon’s later rise
possible.60

Radio SEAC, a massive imperial and trans-regional project relying on a power-
ful transmitter, was by all accounts an example of what David Arnold calls ‘big
technology’ which, like railroads and telegraphs, scholars have long argued was cru-
cial to the exercise of British power in India.61 Distinguishing between ‘large’ and
‘small’ technologies, Arnold studies how ‘small’ and ‘everyday’ machines—bicycles,
rice mills, sewing machines, and typewriters—that originated in Europe and North
America became objects of everyday use in India. Arnold demonstrates how these
‘small technologies’, much neglected by scholars, reshaped the ‘politics of colonial rule
and Indian nationhood’.62

56‘Letters signed by P.C. Shaw, April 9, 1948’, T 219/91, NA-UK. (Emphasis added.)
57‘Second draft of brief for use in discussions with Colonel Kotelawala. Ceylon minister of transport,

who is expected to wish to discuss the future of Radio SEAC’, L/I/1/440, BL-IO.
58Hitchcock, ‘Radio SEAC’s transmitters’, pp. 45–52. See also ‘Memorandum, HO 256/279, NA-UK’, cited

in Hitchcock, Making waves; ‘Clifford Dodd’, Ceylon Radio Times, 24 September–7 October 1950, British
Library Newspapers at Colindale (BL-News from here on).

59See, for example, Anil Bhargava, Binākā gītmālā kā surīlā safar (Jaipur: Vangmāyā Prakā ̌san, 2007), p. 30.
For a description of early Radio Ceylon programmes aimed at India and Pakistan, see the collection of
Ceylon Radio Times magazines in the National Museum Library in Sri Lanka and at the British Library
Newspaper Collection in Colindale. On Radio Ceylon’s Binaca Geetmala, see Isabel Huacuja Alonso, ‘Songs
by ballot: Binaca Geetmala and the making of a Hindi film-song radio audience, 1952–1994’, BioScope: South
Asian Screen Studies 13 no. 1, 2022, pp. 38–73. https://doi.org/10.1177/09749276221097726.

60On radio and cinema’s convergence, see Duggal, ‘Imagining around through the pharmaish’. See also
V. Duggal, ‘The community of listeners: writing a history of Hindi film music aural culture’, PhD thesis,
Jawaharlal Nehru University, 2015, and Pavitra Sundar, ‘Of radio, remix, and rang de basanti: reimagining
history through film sound’, Jump Cut 56, Fall 2014. Ravikant’s work on language and Indianmedia has also
investigated these issues. See Ravikant, ‘ ̌srav-dri ̌sṭav: sinemā meṅ radio’, pratimān: samay, samāj, sanskriti

2, July–December 2013, pp. 581–600. On Radio Ceylon’s transborder cultures, see Huacuja Alonso, Radio
for the millions, Chapter 4.

61David Arnold, Everyday technology: machines and the making of India’s modernity (Chicago: Chicago
University Press, 2016), p. 150.

62Ibid., back cover.
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Yet, the distinction between ‘small’ and ‘big’ technologies can also obscure the
ways in which technologies of very different scales are intrinsically connected within
a larger colonial regime and might have more in common than is initially apparent.
While Radio SEAC and Congress Radio were different in scale, they had rather similar,
if rival, political ambitions. Radio SEAC sought to restore pride and faith in the British
empire by invoking the colonial sublime. Congress Radio, in contrast, sought to bring
down the empire by invoking the anticolonial sublime. Studying these ‘big’ and ‘small’
radio stations alongside one another enables us to gain a deeper understanding of the
role of radio in a colonial regime during the Second World War. To tell the story of
Congress Radio, however, we must return to a turning point in the global war—to the
summer of 1942, when Japan’s string of victories began to chip away at the British
empire’s ‘illusion of permanence’, signalling tomany in India the beginning of the end
of colonial rule.63

Underground Congress Radio and the anticolonial sublime

On 8 August 1942, as the war reached India’s doorstep, Gandhi delivered a speech
in Bombay demanding that the British ‘quit India’ once and for all. Within hours of
this speech, the British government had arrested Gandhi and many Indian National
Congress leaders. With many prominent Congress politicians behind bars, local
activists led what became known as the Quit India movement as protestors through-
out India took to the streets, burned government offices and property, and targeted
British administrators.64 Agroup of college-age and Bombay-based friends, inspired by
Gandhi’s call to action, came upwith a bold plan: to set up an underground anticolonial
radio station. The station, they surmised, would air news of the current uprisings as
they were developing throughout India, bypassing British censorship of print media,
and inspiring more to join the call for an end to colonial rule.

The group’s interest in radio was born ‘out of thin air’, but in the literal rather than
the figurative sense. It is likely that the activists were inspired by the growing presence
of Indian-language Axis radio broadcasts from Germany and Japan, whose popular-
ity increased during Quit India. The Indian anticolonial leader Subhas Chandra Bose,
who had sided with the Axis powers and fled to Germany, made his first radio broad-
cast in the days following the fall of Singapore and continued to broadcast during the
Quit India movement.65 Congress Radio joined a larger soundscape where Axis-funded
broadcasts dominated, and inevitably listeners associated (and sometimes confused)
Congress Radio for an Axis-supporting station.

The four leading organizers of Congress Radio were Usha Mehta, Vithaldas
Madhavji (V. M.) Khakar,66 Vithaldas Kanthadabhai (V. K.) Jhaveri, and Chadrakant
Babubhai (C. B.) Jhaveri. In their twenties, they all seem to have come from relatively

63FrancisHutchins,The illusion of permanence: British imperialism in India (Princeton: PrincetonUniversity
Press: 1967).

64For more on Quit India, see footnote 2.
65For more on Bose in Germany, see Romain Hayes, Subhas Chandra Bose in Nazi Germany 1941–43

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2011). Bose interpreted Quit India as an affirmation of his own
military campaign and as evidence that India was indeed ready for a major armed revolution.

66He was also known as Babubhai.
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well-off families. None were well-known activists or held leading positions in the
IndianNational Congress or any other anticolonial organization andnonewere trained
broadcasters or had any significant experience with radio broadcasting.67

Usha Mehta, a 22-year-old student, took a leading role in the project. In a typi-
cally patriarchal slight, the judge who later tried Congress Radio organizers described
Mehta, the only woman in the group, as ‘a lieutenant’ of her male comrades. Evidence,
however, shows that Mehta’s part in the project was vital. She was one of very few
Indian women on the airwaves during the war, and her voice helped the station gar-
ner attention. Prior to her work with Congress Radio, Mehta had been a passionate
Gandhi supporter and had worn khadi in protest against British economic policies but
had avoided large public demonstrations as she felt uncomfortable being in the public
eye. During the Quit India movement, however, the young Mehta shed her reticence
as she quite literally found her voice.68 Mehta’s presence on the airwaves contributed
to an aesthetic of rebelliousness that was a crucial aspect of the station’s identity and
message. As Christine Ehrick explains ‘the simple act of an identifiably female voice
going out over the airwaves’ could challenge the traditional norms. Mehta’s voice was
heard ‘louder’ precisely because listeners were accustomed tomale-dominated sound-
scapes.69 It is noteworthy, for example, that the police transcripts stated ‘female voice’
in transcripts where Mehta read broadcasts.70

Mehta’s friend, V.M. Khakar, whomcourt documents describe as a ‘Gujarati, aged 20
years, and a native of the District of Una in Junagad’, managed to secure funds for the
project. It was he who made initial contact with the more prominent underground
Congress leaders who supported the radio station, both financially and logistically.
Khakar played a prominent role in the station and ultimately received the harshest
sentence for his work.

The third member of the group, V. K. Jhaveri, described in court documents as
a ‘Gujarati aged about 28 years and native of Bhavnagar’, was the only one of the
group whose anticolonial activities had been known to the police prior to his work
with Congress Radio. Jhaveri was connected to elite members of Bombay’s merchant

67‘Misc item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling: copy of an article reaction to the 1942 move-
ment, 23 pages. Miss Usha Seth (?)’, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library (NMML from here on). The
document is titled Usha Seth, but Usha Mehta is clearly the author. The question mark is in the orig-
inal. (Mehta’s oral interview cited above is very similar to this document.) ‘Copy of the report by the
commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress Radio case’ (sent to Home Dept on 27.1.1943)’, in Secret

Congress broadcasts and storming railway traces, (eds) S. Sengupta and G. Chatterjee (Haryana: South Asia
Books, 1988), pp. 147–91.

68Ibid. For a longer biography of Mehta and explanation of her work before and after Congress Radio,
see Thakkar, Congress Radio. In particular, see ‘Appendix II: Ushaben’s reminiscences’.

69‘Misc item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML. See ‘Secret Congress broadcasts’,
in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 35–144. See Christine Ehrick, Radio and

the gendered soundscape: women and broadcasting in Argentina and Uruguay, 1930–1950 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2015; Kindle edn), Loc 14 of 231.

70In addition to Usha Mehta, another woman described by Nariman Adarbad Printer as a ‘Parsi lady’
also occasionally read Congress Radio broadcasts. ‘Deposition of Nariman Adarbad Printer for the pros-
ecution concluded on 20-4-194’3, cited in Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 293. The name of this ‘Parsi lady’
was Kamal Wood (nee Commie Dastur). See Zenobia Shroff, ‘Professor Kamal Wood: “the voice of nation-
alism”’, in Enduring legacy: Parsis of the twentieth century, vol. II, (ed.) Nawaz B. Mody (Mumbai: Nawaz B.
Mody, 2005), pp. 650–55. Cited in Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 293.
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community.71 His uncle was the owner ofMessrs Narandas Bhawan, a leading jewellery
store in Bombay. According to the court’s findings, Jhaveri had been in a business part-
nership with his uncle, but it had fallen apart because of the youngman’s activism. His
handwriting appeared on confiscated gramophone records and, according to Mehta,
he hadhelped to arrange for locationswhere the group could record their programmes
before transmitting them on the airwaves.72 C. B. Jhaveri, whom court documents
described as a ‘Gujarati aged about 23 years and a native of Bombay’, joined the enter-
prise later. He played a small role in the station’s planning but was present in the
transmitter room with Usha Mehta when the police raided the station.73

For all technical-related matters, the four young activists relied on Nariman
Abarbad Printer, a trained technician and the former principal of the Bombay
Technical Institute in Byculla. Two years prior to the outbreak of the war, Printer
had travelled to England with five of his students to complete a training course in
radio engineering.74 After returning to India, Printer secured a licence for amateur
broadcasting and purchased parts for assembling a transmitter. Following the out-
break of the war and as part of a larger effort to curtail radio broadcasting and ensure
that the medium of radio did not become a vehicle of anticolonial resistance, the
British Government of India cancelled all amateur transmitter licences and required
all owners to surrender their equipment to the government. Printer dismantled his
own transmitter, but secretly kept the parts at his private residence. He later used this
equipment to build Congress Radio’s transmitter.75

Printer and Khakar had an ongoing business relationship that pre-dated Congress
Radio. Khakar had tried to promote Printer’s various inventions, including a mech-
anism for running motors on kerosene.76 According to the court findings, unlike all
other Congress Radio organizers, Printer joined the group purely for financial reasons.
Printer’s lack of commitment to the anticolonial cause was discussed in detail during
trial and, as we will soon see, this discussion provided an opportunity for the other
broadcasters to celebrate and publicize their patriotism.77

71‘Misc item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML; see ‘Secret Congress broadcasts’, in
Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 35–144.

72Ibid.
73‘Misc item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML; ‘In the court with the special judge

appointed under section 4 of the special criminal court ordinance, 1942: Case No 7 of 1943’ and ‘Copy of
the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress Radio case’, in Secret Congress broadcasts,
(eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–91.

74One of the students who travelled to Englandwith Printer was a youngman namedMirza who helped
him set up the transmitter. ‘Copy of the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress
Radio case’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 182–91.

75‘Case No 7 of 1943’ and ‘Copy of the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress
Radio case’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–91.

76Following the scarcity of kerosene during the war, the government banned Printer’s ‘kerogas’ inven-
tion. Printer then conceived of the idea of manufacturing ‘hydrogas’ equipment and borrowed money
from Khakar to pursue the project, but that too failed. Ibid.

77There was great deal of discussion in court about whether the station had been Printer’s or Khakar’s
original idea. Khakar’s lawyer argued, hoping to absolve his client, that Khakar could not have possibly
have been aware that Printer had clandestinely kept transmitter parts and that it was Printer who had
come up with the original idea of starting a radio station. Mehta’s personal account contradicts this. She
notes that she and Khakar had long discussed the idea of setting up a radio station. The judge concluded
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There were several other individuals who were involved in the radio station,
but who were not tried in court. A man named Ravindra Ajitrai (R. A.) Mehta (his
relationship to Usha Mehta is unclear) was involved in the station from the very
beginning. R. A. Mehta knew Printer and Khakar well and had participated in the sta-
tion’s initial planning. He also procured and rented the flats where the transmitter
was located using a false name. R. A. Mehta, however, collaborated with the police, it
appears, probably in exchange for immunity, and he was not tried in court. Sucheta
Kripalani, an anticolonial activist who decades later became the first woman chief
minister, helped prepare news bulletins for the station. Thakur was a technician who
assisted Printer and was arrested but not tried with the group. Other names that
appear in the court case include Mirza, the young man who had helped Printer with
technical transmitter-related matters; the writer and film director Khawja Ahmad
(K. A.) Abbas; the activist Moinuddin Harris; and a ‘Parsi lady’ later identified as
Commie Dastur.78

Nanak G. Motwane also played an important role in the station. He was the director
of Chicago Radio and Telephone Co. Ltd, which was Bombay’s largest wireless dealer at
the time.79 Motwane had helped supply parts for the transmitter and arranged for the
filming of the All India Congress Committee’s famous August Quit India declaration,
whichwas later transposed into records and aired onCongress Radio.80WhileMotwane
was not one of themain figures, he clearly supported the station andwas tried in court
alongside Congress Radio’s four main organizers.81

Ram Manohar Lohia, an established socialist Congressman, also supported the
station and played an important, if behind-the-scenes, role. After his release from
prison in 1941, Lohia went underground, but continued to provide financial and
logistical support to various Quit India initiatives, among them Congress Radio.82

that it was ultimately ‘immaterial who was the originator of the idea’. ‘In the court with the special judge
appointed under section 4 of the special criminal court ordinance, 1942: Case No 7 of 1943’ and ‘Copy of
the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress Radio case’, in Secret Congress broadcasts,
(eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–91.

78Othernames that appear in court documents includeRamchandraMohanlal Killewala, Bipin Inamdar,
Jagannath, Shantilal, and Jaychand. Interesting Killewala was a language teacher and taught Hindustani
to Usha Mehta and (V. M.) Khakar. It is not exactly clear what his involvement in the station was, but he
accompanied Printer on one occasion to purchase parts. ‘Deposition of Ramchandra Mohanlal Killewalla
for the prosecution concluded on 9-4-1943’, cited in Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 289.

79Court documents describe him as a ‘Sindhi Hindu aged about 40 years and hails from Barkhan’. See
ibid. See also Nilubhai Limaye, Oral Interview 248 and Sucheta Kripalania, Oral Interview 196b, Centre of
South Asian Studies, University of Cambridge (CCAS) Oral History Collection (OHC).

80Ibid.
81Motwane’s support is important as it serves as one more example of the ways in which radio dealers

played a crucial role in the development of radio broadcasting in the region. In the 1930s, a group of radio
vendors, both English and Indian, persuaded the very reluctant viceroy into purchasing the privately run
Indian Broadcasting Corporation’s stations in Calcutta and Bombay which had gone bankrupt. The two
stations resumed broadcasting on 1 April 1930 under the new name of the Indian State Broadcasting
Service (ISBS). ISBS was later renamed All India Radio. ‘Letter dated January 12, 1929, Broadcasting
in India’, L/PO/3/1, BL-IO. ‘Development of broadcasting in India from 1927 to 1933, Broadcasting in
India’, L/PJ/7/754, BL- IO. See also Alasdair Pinkerton, ‘Radio and the Raj: broadcasting in British India
(1920–1940)’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 18, no. 2, April 2008, p. 176. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1356186307008048.

82‘Copy of the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress Radio case’, in Secret

Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 182–91.
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Achyut Patwardhan, an Indian socialist, also penned some of Congress Radio talks and,
like Lohia, contributed to the logistics of setting up the station.83

Lohia and Patwardhan’s involvement in the station also helps us assess Congress
Radio’s complicated relationship to the Indian National Congress (INC), then the lead-
ing anticolonial organization. While the station bore the Congress name, none of the
four main figures held leading positions in the organization. Mehta noted the sta-
tion’s organizers knew that they could not possibly represent the organization. Two
actions, however, ensured that the station did take on a representative role. Twoweeks
after the station went on the air, the All India Congress Committee’s (AICC) Bulletin
announced the station’s inauguration and recommended that their subscribers tune
in. It is likely that many read this announcement as the Congress’s official endorse-
ment of the station. It is also worth noting that the announcement prompted the
Bombay’s police investigation, which ultimately culminated in the raid on the station.
Second, Congress Radio regularly broadcast recordings and readings of speeches by
the All India Congress Committee members, including Gandhi’s own speeches. These
broadcasts must have surely encouraged listeners to ‘hear’ the station as an official
messenger of the Indian National Congress.

That these young and mostly unknown activists and first-time broadcasters sud-
denly became the official voice of themost powerful anticolonial organization is rather
telling of the political dynamics of the Quit India movement. As Srinath Raghavan has
argued, ‘Congress leadership’ was ‘forced to cool its heels in prison for the remain-
der of the war’, enabling other actors previously on the fringes of the anticolonial
movement to ‘mobilize their own base of support’.84 Congress Radio is yet one more
example of how local and lesser-known anticolonial groups took on leading roles in the
uprising.

Congress Radio, however, was neither the first nor the only attempt to start an
underground radio station, but rather one ofmany to bring the anticolonialmessage to
the airwaves via underground makeshift radio transmitters in India.85 In fact, there is

83Lohia later admitted to the police that others had helped him raise funds for the radio station, includ-
ing Purshotam Trikamdas, Shantilal Shah, and Uma Shankar Dixit, among others. ‘Lohia’s statement,
Intelligence Bureau, Home, New Delhi to Special Branch, Bombay, 21 October 1944, CP File No. 1581/B/I’,
cited in Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 76. See also K. K. Chaudhari, Quit India revolution: the ethos of this central
direction (Mumbai: Popular Prakashan, 1995).

84Raghavan, India’s war, p. 263. Raghavan sees the Quit India movement as a turning moment and the
beginning of the Raj’s collapse. Moreover, KamaMaclean’s work on the anticolonial movement during the
interwar period has shown how the Indian National Congress, despite its ‘high command’ culture on the
ground could be rather porous, with a number of non-elite members having more influence on the party
than earlier historians have acknowledged. K. Maclean, A revolutionary history of interwar India (London:
Hurst Publishers, 2015). In particular, see Part II ‘Porous politics: The Congress and revolutionaries,
1928–1931’, pp. 101–47.

85‘The voice of revolution: the underground Congress Radio was the mouthpiece of freedom fighters
and a challenge to the British recalls Madhu Limaye’, Times of India, 9 August 1992. N. Limaye, a socialist
activist who participated inQuit India agitations, notes that he helpedAchyut Patwardhan set up a station
in Calcutta. The station also played records of speeches by Patwardhan and Lohia, but the stationwas hard
to manage and did not gain much of an audience. The organizers decided to shut it down a month after
it went on the air. Similarly, V. V. Bapat explains that after Congress Radio’s shutdown, a new station in
Pune was inaugurated. Bapat wrote speeches for this station. Unlike the Bombay-based Congress Radio,
this station did not become very well known, but was still ‘a romantic adventure’. N. Desai speaks about
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evidence that during Quit India therewere at least three othermakeshift underground
anticolonial radio stations located in Calcutta, Ahmedabad, and Pune. None of these
other local radio stations became as well-known as the Bombay-based Congress Radio,
in part because, as I further explore in this article, the police raid, the broadcasters’
arrest, and the subsequent court case helped publicize Congress Radio and turn these
virtually unknown young revolutionaries into protagonists of the anticolonial cause.86

Congress Radio’s organizers began this project in the summer of 1942 with a rather
ambitious goal. Their initial plan was to set up a network of underground stations
throughout India, ensuring that if the government were to shut down one transmitter,
as it effectively did, another transmitterwould be ready to replace it.87 In the end, how-
ever, setting up a single radio stationwith a single low-power transmitter turned out to
be a complicated and risky enough undertaking. In marked contrast with Radio SEAC,
which the British government had to leave behind after its departure from Ceylon,
Congress Radio changed premises several times during the months it was on the air
to avoid being caught by the police (see Figure 4).88 Each time, broadcasters had to
procure a new safe location, move all their broadcasting equipment, and set up the
transmitter. To not raise suspicion in the streets, the group hid the equipment in suit-
cases and pretended to be a family moving apartments and going about their ordinary
lives. Once installed in a new place, broadcasters had to be extra careful. In her per-
sonal account,Mehta notes she stoppedwearing khadi sariswhileworking for Congress
Radio to avoid bringing unwanted attention to herself and her colleagues.89

Congress Radio’s secrecy is particularly interesting when read against the experi-
ence of Radio SEAC. For themilitary radio station, publicity about the station’s physical
structure—the studios, the transmitter, and so on—was crucial for evoking the colonial
sublime. In contrast, for Congress Radio, secrecy about the station’s whereabouts was
necessary for the station’s very survival, even as it remained important for people to
know about the station’s presence on the airwaves. While urging listeners to ‘talk of ’

a third station in Ahmedabad that was on the air for three months. He does not provide much detail,
but notes that he wrote for this station. See N. Limaye, Oral Interview 248, CCAS OHC; V. V. Bapat, Oral
Interview 154a, CCAS OHC; N. Desai, Oral Interview 192, CCAS OHC. In addition, after Congress Radio shut
down, the police department notes that efforts were made to start another Congress Radio station in
Bombay, but this one did not gain much traction and faced technical difficulties. The report explains:
‘Before the concluding this report I would like to mention that between Jan 6th and 9th 1943, the daily
Bombay Congress Bulletin announced that the Congress Radio would be on the air again on Tuesday
& Thursday at 9 am and on Sun at 12 noon[…] So far we have been able to hear nothing on Tuesday
and Thursday, but short announcement has been heard on Saturday on a wavelength of 6.55 MC’: ‘Secret
Congress broadcasts’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 35–144.

86American-basedCongress leaders alsomadeuse of radio in theUnited States during the SecondWorld
War, such as J. J. Singh of the India League of America. See Dinyar Patel, “‘One man lobby”? Propaganda,
nationalism in the diaspora, and the India League of America during the Second World War’, The Journal
of Imperial and Commonwealth History 49, no. 6, pp. 110–40.

87‘Misc. item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
88Ibid. For the exact address and dates that it moved, see p. 37.
89Ibid. To minimize the noise, the group also began recording their speeches in a separate venue and

then playing the recordings on the air. This also helped improve the quality of the broadcasts as the team
quickly learned that broadcasts aired from recordings could be heard more clearly. See Usha Mehta’s
testimony in Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 114.
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Some Addresses Congress Radio

1) 3rd September, 1942  
Sea View Building (Top Floor)  3rd Chowpattty, Bombay 

2) 10th September, 1942
Ratan Mahal Walkeshwar Road Bombay

3) 25th September, 1942 
Ajit Villa (Sri R.A. Mehta’s residence) Laburnum Road 
Bombay

4) 4th October, 1942
Laxmi Bhuvan (Top Floor), Sandhurst Road, Bombay

5) 15th October 1942 
Parekh Wadi (Top Floor) (Room Nos. 103 and 106) Girgaum 
Back Road Bombay

6) 3rd November, 1942 
Paradise Bugalow near Mahalaxmi Temple, Bombay 

Figure 4. List of locations of Congress Radio in Bombay. Source: Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and
Chatterjee.

the station’s broadcasts and to spread the word, broadcasters also pleaded: ‘Never talk
of the persons behind the stations.’90

Broadcasters’ elaborate efforts to keep the Congress Radio running also point to the
local nature of the station. Even as Congress Radio broadcasters presented themselves
as an India-wide station, the reality is that they relied on local networks to find places
to set up their station, to record thematerial they later would broadcast, and to escape
the Bombay police’s constant vigilance. In contrast to Radio SEAC’s trans-regional net-
work, which included BBC-trained engineers and broadcasters and collaborationswith
the BBC and with All India Radio’s Delhi-based staff, Congress Radio was a largely
Bombay-based Quit India effort. Dr A. Dastur, a university professor who was in his
early twenties during the Quit India movement, explained: ‘This innovation [Congress
Radio] was of great significance’ and is an example ‘of the manner and different ways
in which Bombay’s young people and students responded’.91

Congress Radio’s broadcast content

Congress Radio broadcasts always began with the following phrase: ‘This is Congress
Radio calling on 42.34 meters from somewhere in India’, followed by a musical ren-
dition of the Urdu language poet Muhammed Iqbal’s poem ‘Sare Jahan Se Achcha
Hindustan Humara’ (Our India is the best in the world). Programming closed with

90Transcript of the broadcast on the morning of 12 November 1942. Cited in Thakkar, Congress Radio,
p. 137. Emphasis added.

91Dr A. Dastur, Oral Interview 162, CCAS OHC.
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a musical rendition of the Bengali poem ‘Vande Mataram’ (Mother, I praise you).92

The choice of these two songs was highly symbolic. The first poem was an anthem
to the idea of Hindustan as a shared homeland for people of all faiths penned by a
renowned Urdu and Persian language poet. In choosing this poem, Congress Radio
was making clear the station’s commitment to the idea of Hindustan as a religiously
inclusive homeland and rejecting any version of Indian nationalism that sought to
excludeMuslims.93 The secondwas a poem by the Bengali writer Bankim Chandra that
was adopted by the Congress Working Committee as a national song in 1937.94 These
two compositions became essential aspects of the station’s identity and aesthetics—
signature tunes by which listeners could recognize the station. On various occasions,
Congress Radio broadcasters reminded listeners that even if the reception was unreli-
able and they could notmake out the broadcasts, they could always tell Congress Radio
apart from other stations by its opening and closing tunes.95

Congress Radio’s primary broadcast language was Hindustani. In later months, the
station also added English translations of broadcasts, but Hindustani remained the
main broadcast language of the station. It is particularly interesting that both Khakar
and Usha Metha took Hindustani lessons before joining Congress Radio,96 but not sur-
prising givenGandhi’s and theCongress’s support ofHindustani as a national language.
In its choice of language Congress Radio also echoed Axis radio’s various broadcasts. As
I have argued elsewhere, language was a crucial component of Axis radio’s presence in
India. In fact, the perceived success of the use of Hindustani by German and Japanese
radio pushed the British administration to scramble, ultimately unsuccessfully, for an
effective language(s) to address Indian audiences on the airwaves.97

Congress Radio’s programming consisted of three main items: recordings of AICC
speeches, political talks, and Quit India news updates. The AICC speeches that
Congress Radio broadcast appear to have included both original recordings featuring
Congressmen’s actual voices as well as transcripts of speeches read by Congress Radio

92‘In the court with the special judge appointed under section 4 of the special criminal court ordinance,
1942: Case No7 of 1943’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, p. 151.

93For more on the idea of Hindustan, see Manan Ahmed Asif, The loss of Hindustan: The invention of India

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2020).
94Sabyasachi Bhattacharya, Vande Mataram: the biography of a song (New Delhi: Penguin, 2008). During

the AICC meeting, Congressmen played Master Krishnarao’s rendition and this was probably the version
that Congress Radio played as well. Krishnarao was a well-known singer who had performed in several
films and it is likely that many listeners would have been able to recognize his voice instantly. ‘In the
court with the special judge appointed under section 4 of the special criminal court ordinance, 1942’ and
‘Copy of the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress Radio case’, in Secret Congress

broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–91. Sengupta and Chatterjee, ‘Introductory note’, in
ibid., pp. 1–35.

95‘Transcript 18th October 1942’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, p. 52.
96‘Deposition of Ramchandra Mohanlal Killewalla for the prosecution concluded on 9-4-1943’, cited

in Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 289. It is also noteworthy that Ameen Sayani, arguably South Asia’s most
popular broadcaster, was also not a native speaker of Hindustani (or Hindi or Urdu) and this seems to
have worked his favour. ‘On the air, Sayani very consciously adopted a simple manner of speech that non-
native speakers [of Hindi or Urdu] could easily understand and appreciate.’ Huacuja Alonso, ‘Songs by
ballot’.

97Huacuja Alonso, Radio for the millions, pp. 35 and 49–51. Ultimately, AIR’s wartime search for
Hindustani proved unsuccessful, as AIR’s linguistic choices were marred in controversy.
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broadcasters. For example, Congress Radio aired Gandhi’s official appeal to Indian sol-
diers, where he acknowledged the difficult position soldiers found themselves in and
noted that while he did not expect them to defect, they should refuse to carry out
orders to kill their countrymen.98 Congress Radio also aired Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel’s
speech following the ‘Quit India’ declaration and an original recording of Maulana
Azad’s speech.99 If the British government had succeeded in silencing the leadership
of Congress by arresting its main leaders, Congress Radio had quite literally given
the voice back to the anticolonial organization by successfully bringing these leaders’
voices to the airwaves.

In addition to AICC’s speeches, Congress Radio also aired its own original talks.
According to court documents and to Usha Mehta’s own account, Lohia penned many
of these.100 They focused on workers’ rights and clearly aligned the station with the
party’s left-leaning wing, to which Lohia belonged. One speech, for example, noted:
‘Revolution for freedom is the revolution for the poor. Free India will be of the workers
and peasants’.101 Some talks specifically addressedworkers, urging them to participate
in the strikes: ‘Remember whenever you touch any part of the machine in the factory
you dip your hands in the blood of your countrymen and you strengthen the slavery
of your motherland’.102 These talks had an unpolished and improvised quality. In this
way, Congress Radio differed from the government-run All India Radio that employed
a sober tone and was closer aesthetically to the less polished, more provocative Axis
radio stations broadcasting to India.

If the role of workers in the anticolonial movement was the leading topic of
Congress Radio’s talks, the colonial government’s censorship of news and the print
media followed close behind. After the outbreak of thewar in 1939, the colonial govern-
ment re-enacted the Defence of India Rules Act of 1915, which gave British authorities
at all levels of government almost unlimited ability to censor theprintmedia.103 During
the first years of the war, government officials opted for what the historian Devika
Sethi describes as less blatant methods of control, but as the war turned in Japan’s
favour, the government embracedmore aggressive censorshipmethods.104 DuringQuit
India, the British government enforced even greater levels of censorship and not only

98‘Transcript of 7th October 1942’, in ibid., p. 104. ‘Transcript 31st October 1942’, in ‘Police wireless
monitoring reports’, p. 129, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee .

99‘Transcript 31st October 1942’, in ‘Police wireless monitoring reports’, pp. 129 and 115.
100‘Misc. item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
101‘Transcript of 27 October 1942’, in ‘Police wireless monitoring reports’, p.102.
102Ibid.
103For information on government censorship of print media during the SecondWorldWar, see Devika

Sethi, War on words (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019). Emily Rook-Koepsel, ‘Unity, democ-
racy, and the All India phenomenon, 1940–1946’, PhD thesis, University of Minnesota, 2010; Emily Rook-
Koepsel, ‘Dissenting against the Defence of India rules: emergency regulations and the space of extreme
government action’, South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies 41, no. 18, August 2018, pp. 642–57. Sanjoy
Bhattacharya, Propaganda and information in Eastern India 1939–45: a necessary weapon of war (New York:
Routledge, 2009). For a study on the English-language All India press, seeMilton Israel, Communication and

power: propaganda and the press in the Indian national struggle, 1920–1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994).

104Sethi,War on words, part III (Chapters 5 and 6).
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clampeddownonpro-Axis publications, but also actively tried to stop theflowof infor-
mation and news about the rebellion between provinces.105 Congress Radio put the
blame on newspaper editors, arguing that they collaborated with the British and pur-
posefully hid the truth from readers. In reality,many editors actively protested against
the government’s censorship tactics, but in condemning print media, Congress Radio
accomplished something else: it presented radio as a means of defiance against British
imperialism.106 ‘Radio,’ explained one Congress Radio broadcaster on the airwaves, ‘is
the only place where you can find uncensored news.’107

Finally, news updates about Quit India constituted the thirdmajor item on Congress
Radio. These broadcasts consisted of new bulletins that listed uprisings in various
cities. In interviews, Mehta expressed pride in noting that her station was the first
to report on the developments in the village of Chimur in Maharashtra during Quit
India. Following uprisings in Chimur that targeted government workers and facili-
ties, the British government sent the army to the village. These soldiers, Congress
Radio reported, not only beat men who had participated in the uprisings, but also beat
and even raped village women. We know little about Congress Radio’s news sources.
Mehta noted that Lohia received news directly from Quit India organizers, who then
passed it on to Congress Radio broadcasters, but does not provide details about original
sources.108 A British investigator, in contrast, concluded that Congress Radio broad-
casters reproduced news about Quit India that was first aired on Axis radio stations.109

Neither party provides enough evidence to reach a firm conclusion about Congress
radio news sources.

A close reading of transcripts, however, reveals that Congress Radio undeniably
echoed some of Axis radio’s leading themes, even if it never voiced support for Axis
countries. It is rather telling, for example, that Usha Mehta referred to All India Radio
as ‘Anti-India Radio’, a term Subhas Chandra Bose used repeatedly in radio broad-
casts.110 The theme of blood was also a staple of both Axis radio, including Bose’s
Azad Hind Radio(s), and the Bombay-based Congress Radio. While pushing a socialist
message, one Congress Radio broadcaster noted: ‘The blood of crores of Indian work-
ers and peasants would not be sucked by the capitalists.’111 When criticizing imperial

105See Sanjoy Bhattacharya, Propaganda and information in Eastern India, 1939–45: a necessary weapon of war

(Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 2001), p. 164.
106See Rook-Koepsel, ‘Dissenting against the Defence of India rules’, pp. 642–57. ‘Transcript of 26th

October 1942’, in ‘Police wireless monitoring reports’, p. 99.
107‘Transcript of 30th of October 1942’, in ‘Police wireless monitoring reports’, p. 126.
108Usha Mehta, Oral Interview 107, CCAS OHC. See also interview with Thakkar, Congress Radio,

pp. 117–18 and 136.
109‘Copy of the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress Radio case’, in Secret

Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 182–91.
110Usha Mehta, Oral Interview 107, CCAS OHC. Interestingly, Congress Radio, although in competition

withAll India Radio,was also inspiredby this government station. SuchetaKripalani explains, ‘I remember
one instance that we wanted to have a record similar to the one that was played by the All India Radio
just before announcing news—a musical disc. Somehow or other we succeed or they succeed it in getting
it, and the first day when this musical disc was played, we thought we were almost as good at the All India
Radio’: Sucheta Kripalani, Oral Interview 196b, CCAS OHC.

111‘Transcript of 9th October 1942’, in ‘Police wireless monitoring reports’, p. 59. Appeals to business-
men too included references to blood: ‘Do not transact any business either with the British or their
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rule, Congress Radio too made references to blood: ‘Some day this savage story of
brutal repression will be written in a letter of blood by Indian martyrs.’112 Like Axis
radio stations, Congress Radio emphasized British mistreatment of Indian women
and, as mentioned earlier, celebrated radio as a medium of resistance and as way to
circumvent British censorship of the news.113

It is therefore not surprising that listeners sometimes confused Congress Radio
for an Axis radio station. K. A. Abbas notes that during a Communist Party meeting,
his comrades discussed the new station on the air and concluded that this Congress
Radio had to be another counterfeit station operating from Germany. Abbas, who had
assisted Congress Radio broadcasters by reading and recordings news, explained: ‘I
was not in a position to contradict them or to say that I had just come from this
secret radio station and that it was a stone’s throw away from the Communist Party.’114

Abbas’s anecdote nicely shows that Congress Radio broadcasts formed part of a larger
soundscape, where the sounds and messages of Axis radio stations dominated.

Listening to Congress Radio

As explained earlier, Congress Radio relied on a low-power transmitter whose recep-
tion could be heard within a small radius in the city of Bombay. Yet, even within that
small radius, reception remained a constant problem. The Bombay police’s own tran-
scripts of the broadcasts are peppered with complaints about reception and give us a
sense of the difficulties listeners are likely to have experienced when tuning in to the
stations: ‘Voice indistinct’,115 ‘station closed abruptly at 9:40 pm’,116 ‘Reception being
poor’.117

Writing about Algeria in the 1950s, Frantz Fanon explained that fiddling with
the receiver to find rebel stations and listening through the static became an act of
resistance against French colonial rule.118 Congress Radio broadcasters owned their
reception problems and fully embraced the idea of fiddling and listening to the static
as an act of defiance. Broadcasters asked listeners to have patience and to not ‘switch of
the radio’, even if they could not hear Congress Radio clearly.119 ‘We are always on the
air from 8:45 pm till you hear Vande Mataram. Move between 39 and 43 meters, which
at times is necessary’.120 The historian Usha Thakkar writes in her account of Congress

government because whatever money you give them or take from them is dipped in the blood of your
countrymen’. Ibid.

112‘Ibid., p. 115.
113See, for example, ‘Transcript of 28th October 1942’, in ibid., p. 108. ‘Transcript of 22nd of October

1942’, in ibid., p. 77; ‘Transcript of 19th October 1942’, in ibid., p. 55.
114K. A. Abbas, Oral Interview 123b, CCAS OHC.
115‘Transcript of 11th October 1942’, in ‘Police wireless monitoring reports’, p. 40.
116‘Transcript of 13th October 1942’, in ibid., pp. 46–47.
117‘Transcript of 20th October 1942’, in ibid., p. 59.
118Frantz Fanon, ‘The voice of Algeria’, in A dying colonialism (London: Writers and Readers, 1980). For a

critical reading of Fanon’s account, see Rebecca Scales, ‘Subversive sound: transnational radio, Arabic
recordings, and the dangers of listening in French colonial Algeria, 1934–1939’, Comparative Studies in

Society and History 52, no. 2, 2010, pp. 384–417, http://www.jstor.org/stable/40603091.
119‘Transcript 26th October 1942’, in ‘Police wireless monitoring reports’, p. 95.
120‘Transcript 18th October 1942’, in ibid., p. 52.
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Radio that broadcasters’ honest ‘acknowledgment of technical difficulties must have
‘endeared people’ to them.121 Here I wish to suggest that this acknowledgement did
more than ‘endear’ listeners; it helped create an aura of rebelliousness that formed an
important part of the station’s identity.

Congress Radio’s reception and static problems are in marked contrast with Radio
SEAC, whose extraordinarily clear reception (after the Marconi transmitter’s late
arrival) was a source of great pride, and from the very beginning had been crucial
to the making of the colonial sublime. What is noteworthy here is that while the
colonial sublime required that technologieswork efficiently to impart a ‘feeling of sub-
mission and prostration’, the anticolonial sublime didn’t require such technological
effectiveness.122 On the contrary, the faulty reception, the sensational news bulletins,
the somewhat unpolished addresses, and, most importantly, the secrecy regarding the
station’s whereabouts and the broadcasters’ identities, all helped forge an aesthetic
of rebelliousness. As Brian Larkin notes, aesthetics constituted an important aspect of
the colonial sublime. Colonial media infrastructures possessed a particular aesthetic
that helped associate colonialismwith progress andmodernity.123 Likewise, aesthetics
was also important to the anticolonial sublime. Congress Radio broadcasters nurtured
an aesthetic of rebelliousness, by owning and even celebrating their station’s illicit-
ness, faulty technology, and unpolished broadcasts, but also by encouraging listeners
to carry the station’s message forward via word-of-mouth.

For a variety of reasons, including wartime shortages of receivers, but, more impor-
tantly, the British administration’s initial reluctance to invest in radio broadcasting
infrastructure, there were few radio receivers in India. According to one survey, there
were just 160,000 registered licences in 1943 for a population of approximately 300
million. While these numbers probably undercounted the number of transmitters for
a variety of reasons, there can be no doubt that only a tiny and privileged percent-
age of the population would have had access to radio receivers, even within the city of
Bombay.124

Elsewhere, I employ the concept of ‘radio resonance’ to account for how conversa-
tion, rumour, and gossip can expand the reach of radio broadcasts. Radio resonance,
I argue, helps explain ‘how a technology not yet accessible to much of the popula-
tion’ could have had such an important role in wartime India.125 The ‘talk’ about radio
broadcasts was central to the medium’s reception and radio’s form—its aurality and
ephemerality (once aired, broadcasts could not be accessed again) further encouraged
its word-of-mouth transmission.126 Like Axis radio stations, Congress Radio encour-
aged listeners to carry the message forward by talking about what they had heard
on the radio. As Usha Mehta notes: ‘Our listeners help us further in broadcasting out

121Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 140.
122Larkin, Signal and noise, Loc 55 of 404.
123Ibid., see Chapter 1.
124‘Number of receiver sets in India, statistics gathered by All India Radio, July 2, 1943, AIR and FEB

Broadcasting organization’, L/I/1/935, BL-IO. The report notes that in January 1943 there were 162,000
licensed receiver sets in British India and 17,000 sets in Indian princely states. One reason receivers are
likely to have been undercounted is radio listeners’ unwillingness to register their sets.

125Huacuja Alonso, Radio for the millions, p. 42.
126Ibid., pp. 10–11.
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news to the people at large’.127 On the airwaves, broadcasters urged listeners ‘to talk’
about broadcasts. One broadcaster noted: ‘talk … appeals to different classes of the
population’.128 The voices of listeners carrying the message forward, the broadcaster
explained, alluding to the power of radio resonance, were not auxiliary to the sta-
tion, they were the voice of Congress Radio. ‘Let the whole country resound with a
million voices all trained to talk uniformly by the only voice of truth and freedom in
the country, the Congress Radio calling.’129

While Congress Radio was certainly not alone in relying on word-of-mouth, the
station stands out in that the resonance it created was less about the material being
broadcast (even though this remained significant) than about the extraordinary story
of how a group of young, largely unknown, anticolonial activists had successfullyman-
aged to deploy radio technology against imperial rulers. Congress Radio also stands
out in that the station’s message continued to spread after the Bombay police had
effectively shut down the station. In fact, it appears to have been most successful at
creating radio resonance after its closure through discussions about the police raid
and the months-long trial against the station’s organizers. It is also telling that in her
retelling of Congress Radio’s story, Thakkar covers the broadcasters’ arrest and their
trial before the describing the station’s programming content. In thisway she too gives
the police raid and the extended trial more importance than the actual content of the
broadcasts.130

The Bombay police raid

Immediately after the AICC Bulletin announced the station’s inauguration, the police
began regularly to monitor Congress Radio broadcasts.131 A supervisor addressed in
official documents as ‘Inspector Fergusson’ oversaw the police investigation and a
police officer addressed as ‘Officer Kokje’ led on-the-ground proceedings. In his efforts
to track down the station, Officer Kokje kept a close eye on radio and radio equipment
shops throughout Bombay, monitoring their visitors and sales. After interrogating a
shop attendant about a recent transmitter part purchase, Kokje was able to track down
and question Printer, Congress Radio’s main technician. Printer agreed to collaborate
with the police, probably in exchange for immunity.132

On 12 November 1942, Printer accompanied Kokje and a few other officers to the
flat in Parekh Wadi where the station was then located.133 The police barged through
the door and arrested C. B. Jhaveri andMehta, whowere operating the transmitter, and
confiscated all their equipment. Usha Mehta remembered the raid somewhat roman-
tically. ‘The arrest formalities took nearly three and half hours. When…we finally step

127‘Misc item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
128‘Transcript of the broadcast on the morning of 12 November 1942’. Cited in Thakkar, Congress Radio,

p. 137.
129Ibid.
130Thakkar, Congress Radio. See Chapters 3, 4, and 5.
131The Bombay Congress Bulletin announced the station on 3 September 1942. ‘Deposition of the

Ganesh Keshave Kokje for the prosecution concluded on 28-4-1943’. Cited in Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 47.
132‘Copy of the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress Radio case’, in Secret

Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 182–219.
133Ibid.
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out we found that there were policemen waiting for us at each and every step all the
way down.’ She remembered telling her comrade: ‘Today we are getting a Guard of
Honour—and that too from the rifled policemen.’134

The following day, the police arrested Khakar, V. K. Jhaveri, andMotwane, the owner
of the radio shop where Printer had purchased equipment, at their private homes
and work offices. The radio station’s dramatic raid was covered in some newspapers.
But these publications, probably in compliance with censorship rules, downplayed the
broadcasters’ anticolonial activities, focusing instead on the raid and the police’s find-
ings. For example, The Times of India provided a detailed description of the police’s
break-in:

shortly after the Congress Radio had broadcast its programme, officers andmen
in plain clothes rushed to the fifth floor of a building at Parekh Wadi….[They]
found the door of a particular block closed, and there was no response to their
knocks, the police forced open the door. The flat was in complete darkness, but
after a search, the police found the youth and girl and took them in custody.

The report did not name the ‘youth’ (C. B. Jhaveri) or ‘girl’ (Usha Mehta) and it did not
go into any specifics about their identities or their work for the station.135

Yet, despite the newspapers’ vague reports, information about the broadcasters’
identities, thework of the radio station, and the raid itself seems tohave spreadquickly.
As Thakkar notes, ‘word of mouth proved to be effective’.136 J. N. Sahni, a journal-
ist and politician who participated in the Bombay Quit India movement, explained in
an oral interview that the Bombay police had a hard time tracking down the station.
He claimed that some police officers might have even purposely let the broadcasters
escape arrest and described his own personal experience when looking for the station
in a building in Bombay:

And as I went, I found a place fairly empty. I thought I had been bamboozled or
something. And then one of these persons came up and said: ‘Are you trying to
find where the radio station is.’ I said: ‘No.’ I didn’t want to commit myself. I said:
‘No, I just want to find out this address’. He said ‘Don’t be silly. That station had
been removed for the last eight days from here. We are CID men […] we don’t
know where it has gone; we are also in search of it, but it is gone from here!’ So
that was the attitude of the police also, not of all, but of some for them.137

Sahni’s comments, regardless of their accuracy, suggest the raid spurred a larger con-
versation about the station, the broadcasters, and the admiration and loyalty they
garnered.

134Usha Mehta’s personal correspondence with Usha Thakkar, cited in Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 61.
135‘Congress Radio seized: police radio dark room in Bombay’, Times of India, 14 November 1942. See

also essays and obituaries in Sita Ojha (ed.), Homage to Usha Mehta (New Delhi: Gandhi Smriti and Darshan
Samiti, 2021).

136Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 78.
137J. N. Sahni, Oral interview 203b, CCAS OHC.
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Similarly, Usha Mehta noted in an oral interview that one of the reasons why she
felt she had to write down her version of events was because she wanted to correct the
many false accounts that glorified her own role and incorrectly claimed that the police
had tortured her.138 Her desire to lay rumours to rest not only demonstrates that the
raid and broadcasters’ imprisonmentwere particularly effective at creating radio reso-
nance and amplifying the station’s message, but also shows the importance of Mehta’s
subjectivity to discussions about the station. As a young woman who had quite liter-
ally raised her voice against the empire, Mehta’s involvement in the station and her
subsequent arrest spurred interest and invited conversation. The talk that surrounded
Mehta’s arrestwas also likely tohave been related to theuniqueness and significance of
her identifiably female voice on the airwaves.139 Finally, it is also noteworthy that it is
difficult tofindpictures of a youngMehta orher co-broadcasters, even though contem-
porary accounts their arrest and of the station are plentiful. The young broadcasters’
subjectivity, like the station they founded, had a somewhat ephemeral, even secretive,
character and seems to have primarily, if not entirely, circulated aurally.140 The scarcity
of images of Congress Radio broadcasters is particularly interesting when compared
with the abundance of photographs of Mountbatten as supreme commander.

Congress Radio on trial

The government tried the four main organizers and Motwane, the owner of the radio
shop, for violating the Indian Penal Code and the Defence of India Rules.141 The trial
started on 8 April 1943, several months after the British Government of India had
crushed the Quit India movement.142 The case was heard in a Special Criminal Court,
which appears to have been set up exclusively to hear Quit India-related cases. The
threemale defendants denied having had any connectionwith Congress Radio. Mehta,
in contrast, pleaded not guilty, but refused to deny her role in the radio station. Later,
she came to believe that her decision helped earn the judge’s respect and resulted in
a lighter sentence.143 In her personal account, Mehta noted that the group initially
considered not putting up a defence at all, but decided to defend themselves because
they realized that since the station had been accused of collaborating with Axis coun-
tries, ‘the prestige of the Congress was at stake’.144 According to Mehta, Lohia and

138‘Misc. item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
139Ehrick explains that female voices not only garnered attention, but also often led to a patriarchal

backlash. I have not found evidence of this againstMehta’s voice.Most anticolonial sources seem to praise
her. That might be because Mehta was simply not on the airwaves long enough to garner the kind of
prejudice that Ehrick describes. There is, however, no question that Mehta’s identifiably female voice
‘shocked the sensibilities’. Ehrick, Radio and the gendered soundscape, Loc 15 of 231.

140Mehta, Congress Radio, does include two rare pictures of her as a young woman.
141Specifically, section 120 B of the Indian Penal Code, section 20 of the Telegraph Act (XIII of 1885),

and rule 16 (5), 16 (7), 39 (6), 38 (5), and 121 of the Defence of India rules. ‘In the court with the special
judge appointed under section 4 of the special criminal court ordinance, 1942: Case No7 of 1943’, in Secret

Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–82.
142‘Misc. item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
143At one point the judge noted, ‘Mehta deserves all the credit for refusing to state a falsehood to

save herself ’. ‘In the court with the special judge appointed under section 4 of the special criminal court
ordinance, 1942: Case No7 of 1943’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–82.

144‘Misc. item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
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other Congressmen helped cover the cost of the defendants’ lawyers. I have found
no corroborating evidence of this, but if Mehta was correct, then this could serve
as further evidence of how the trial helped garner support for the station and its
broadcasters—and ultimately amplified Congress Radio’s message.145

In a somewhat romantic manner, clearly coloured by nostalgia, Mehta described
the trial as an enjoyable event: ‘All along, we used to chew chocolates or pepper-
mints unperturbed by the efforts of the prosecutor.’146Mehtawrote that her comrades’
‘clever jokes’, ‘artistic sketches’, and ‘literary flashes’ during the trial entertained all
those present. Motwane’s penchant for inserting ‘Urdu shers into this speech’ amused
the courtroom. While Mehta’s account might be romanticized, there can be no doubt
that the court case served as an opportunity for the accused to proudly celebrate their
commitment to the anticolonial movement. Mehta remarked that one of the most
excitingmoments in the trial was when the prosecutor noted that the court should lis-
ten to theAICCQuit India resolution,which had aired onCongress Radio. The courtwas
unable to find the tape Congress Radio broadcasters had used and instead played the
original audio-visual recording in the court. ‘Seeing Jawaharlal Nehru on the screen’,
wroteMehta, was particularly thrilling for the four defendants and their supporters in
the courtroom.147 In this way, the trial offered an opportunity to celebrate the materi-
ality of technology and the ways in which it could serve as means of defiance against
colonial rule.

Similarly, discussions about Printer’s motivations and character in the courtroom
helped emphasize the defendants’ legitimacy and commitment to the anticolonial
cause. The judge pointed out that Printer had knowingly deceived his colleagues
about having increased the strength of the station’s transmitter. Printer, the judge
noted, was an ‘unscrupulous’ individual, whose testimony could not be fully trusted.148

Ultimately, conversations about Printer’s lack of commitment to the anticolonial
movement and his questionable character helped draw attention to the defendants’
own heartfelt commitment to the cause. In this way, the Congress Radio trial echoed
earlier anticolonial trials, and in particular the famed revolutionary Bhagat Singh’s
trial. As scholars have shown, Bhagat’s trial and discussions about it played an impor-
tant role in making him into a national hero.149

As expected, Congress Radio’s relationship to Axis radio and Axis countries was a
topic deeply debated in the courtroom. The judge concluded that the Axis govern-
ment did not support the station and that at no point were pro-Axis views aired.150

145Ibid. ‘In the court with the special judge appointed under section 4 of the special criminal court
ordinance, 1942: Case No7 of 1943’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–82.
Usha Mehta also mentioned in an interview with Usha Thakkar that a ‘citizens’ defence committee’ was
formed to help fund the defence of the broadcasters. Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 108.

146‘Misc. item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
147Ibid.
148Ibid.
149Maclean, A revolutionary history of interwar India. See Chapter 2, pp. 51–81. Congress Radio’s court

trial also foreshadowed the important role of the trials of the Indian National Army generals tried by the
British. The attention they garnered played a crucial role in inciting nationalist sentiments immediately
after the war’s end.

150‘Views of H. V. R. Iyengar and CH Bristow of Bombay Government on Congress Secret Broadcasts’, in
Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 144–46.
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Interestingly, in reaching this conclusion the judge relied on the testimony of H. V.
R. Iyenger, from the government of Bombay, whose analysis of the radio station was
based on his own radio listening experience: ‘I used to also listen to Tokyo and Saigon
[…] and I have sufficient recollection of them to be able to broadly compare themwith
the Congress broadcasts. My opinion is that these do not furnish any specific evidence
of fifth column inspiration.’151 A separate investigation from the Home Office corrob-
orated the judge’s conclusions. The report concluded: ‘the purpose behind [Congress
Radio] is to foster anti-British feeling without facing the practical necessity of a choice
between British Government [sic] and Japanese domination. The authors may have
made use of Japanese broadcasts and may themselves be pro-Japs but there is nothing
playing pro-Jap in the broadcasts.’152

Themost telling deliberation in the courtroom, however, was about the song ‘Vande
Mataram’. Mehta and her comrades claimed they were playing ‘VandeMataram’ at the
exact time when the police entered the apartment. In her personal account, Mehta
explained, ‘we not only refused to carry out their orders, but [refused] to get up from
our seats until the “VandeMataram” recordwas over’.153 The judge disagreedwith this
account and argued that the police report noted that Printer had cut the fuse of the
transmitter before the police entered the roomso the song could not have beenplaying
at the time of the defendants’ arrest. The three broadcasters explained that even if
the transmitter was no longer working, the gramophone player continued to play the
patriotic song and it would have been audible to everybody in the room. To this, the
judge responded that if the gramophoneplayer hadbeenplaying during the timeof the
arrest, then the needlewould have been found resting on the record. The photographs,
however, clearly showed that the needle was not on the record.154 The level of detail
of these discussions makes it clear that the broadcasters felt that it was not only their
work with Congress Radio, but also their commitment to Indian nationalism that was
on trial. Proving that the song was on the air at the time of arrest—that it had served
as a soundtrack to this event—was ultimately an effort to assert their own and the
station’s patriotism.

In the end, the judge found Mehta, Khakar, and C. B. Jhaveri guilty of ‘conspiracy
to establish, maintain and work an unauthorized wireless transmitter’. He sentenced
Khakar to five years and Mehta to four years in prison. The judge sentenced C. B.
Jhaveri to just one year because the police could not provide sufficient evidence that
he had played a role in the initial planning of the radio station. The judge absolved
Motwane because the police could not prove that he had been aware that his employ-
ees had sold transmitter parts to Printer. The judge also exonerated V. K. Jhaveri and
the justification for this absolution deserves greater attention.

The young man’s handwriting appeared on many of the gramophone records the
police confiscated. His lawyer, however, argued that gramophone records were not

151Ibid.
152Ibid.
153‘Misc. item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
154‘In the court with the special judge appointed under section 4 of the special criminal court ordi-

nance, 1942: Case No7 of 1943’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–82.
Usha Thakkar also writes that Mehta discussed the playing of the song ‘Vande Mataram’ during her
interviews with her. See Thakkar, Congress Radio, p. 60.
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Figure 5. Image of Usha Mehta in 1998. Source: Reuters.

documents because official definitions of a ‘document’ did not include aural material
(see Figure 5).155 Agreeingwith the lawyer, the judge ruled that the confiscated records

155‘In the courtwith the special judge appointedunder section 4 of the special criminal court ordinance,
1942: Case No7 of 1943’ and ‘Copy of the report by the commissioner of police Bombay, on the Congress
Radio case’, in Secret Congress broadcasts, (eds) Sengupta and Chatterjee, pp. 147–91.
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could not be used as evidence that V. K. Jhaveri was involved in the station.156 It is
indeed ironic that the very thing that made it possible for the station to break through
the colonial government’s information gag and censorship policies—its aurality and
separation from print media—ultimately saved V. K. Jhaveri from doing prison time,
thanks to a lawyer’s savvy reading of colonial legal documents.

Conclusion

On the surface, LouisMountbatten andUshaMehta had little in common.Mountbatten
was the supreme commander of SEAC and soon-to-be final viceroy of India, and hewas
also an uncle and mentor of the future queen of England’s husband. In August 1979, a
member of the Irish Republican Army killedMountbatten alongwith several members
of his family to protest against Britain’s colonial relationshipwith Ireland. UshaMehta
was a student activist, who wore khadi in protest against the colonial administration’s
trade policies.157 After independence,Mehta completed a PhD and became a university
professor. The Indian government recognized her anticolonial activities; in 1998, she
received the Padma Vibhushan award for her activism during Quit India.158 Despite
Mountbatten andMehta’s radically different relationship to British imperialism, their
stories collided during the Second World War when they both turned to the medium
of radio. Mehta took to the microphone a few months before Mountbatten began to
lobby to bring the Marconi transmitter to Ceylon. Interestingly, these two individuals,
from such different walks of life, intuitively understood that radio’s materiality could
convey a powerful message, at times more influential than the broadcast content.

But, if Mountbatten’s Radio SEAC and Mehta’s Congress Radio had similar politi-
cal ambitions, their project outcomes differed. Radio SEAC’s transmitter did not reach
Ceylon until after the war’s end and the stationwas far from invoking the colonial sub-
lime in the waysMountbatten and others in British government had hoped. Part of the
reason for Radio SEAC’s absence from historical accounts is because it was essentially
a failed scheme. Mehta’s local and makeshift underground station shut down only
months after it went on air and by some accounts it too could be considered an unsuc-
cessful enterprise. However, a careful reading of the events reveals that the dramatic
police raid and the prolonged court case against its organizers ultimately amplified
Congress Radio’s message. While Congress Radio remained a local Bombay project, it
succeeded in evoking the anticolonial sublime. Yet, as Thomas Mullaney reminds us,
we should not focus too much on trying to determine these stations’ successes or fail-
ures because technologies need not derive their relevance from themagnitude of their
‘immediate effect’, but from ‘the intensity and endurance’ of the engagement they
create.159

156The judge also noted: ‘It is unfortunate thatmen like Printer, Mirza, and RAMehtawho played a very
prominent part in the conspiracy and actively carried out its objects in various ways, had to be examined
as witness for the prosecution instead of being placed in the doc to be tried along with the accused’. In
ibid, p. 181.

157‘Misc. item accession no 99. The Congress Radio calling’, NMML.
158A recent New York Times obituary also recognized her contributions to the anticolonial movement.

The Reuters image in Figure 5 appeared in this article as well. Geneva Abdul, ‘Overlooked no more: Usha
Mehta, freedom fighter against British rule in India’, New York Times, 13 May 2021.

159Thomas Mullaney, The Chinese typewriter: a history (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2017), p. 26.
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The stories of Radio SEAC and Congress Radio, while seemingly unconnected, read
alongside one another illustrate how during the Second World War the medium of
radio could simultaneously serve and contest the colonial state. Theydemonstratehow
the global war set the stage for the enduring rivalry between state-sponsored radio
networks and competing stations in the decades following independence in SouthAsia.
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