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ABSTRACT

This research article presents a comprehensive historical analysis of
Baikunth Shukla, a seminal yet under-represented figure in the annals
of India’s revolutionary struggle against British colonialism. While the
pantheon of revolutionary heroes is dominated by figures like Bhagat
Singh and Chandrashekhar Azad, the contributions of countless
grassroots operatives like Shukla, who formed the essential backbone
of these movements, remain critically underexplored. This study posits
that Shukla’s execution of the approver Phanindrananth Ghosh was not
a mere act of vengeful retribution but a calculated, ideological
statement deeply embedded in the revolutionary ethos of the era. It was
a performative act of justice intended to purify the movement, reassert
its moral code, and strike a blow against the colonial state’s use of
treachery as a tool of suppression. Employing a multifaceted
methodological approach that synthesizes colonial judicial archives,
biographical narratives, regional vernacular literature, and oral history
traditions, this paper reconstructs Shukla’s journey from a youth in
rural Bihar to a key actor in the Hindustan Socialist Republican
Association (HSRA) network. It meticulously contextualizes his
actions within the broader socio-political landscape of early 20th-
century Bihar and the ideological framework of revolutionary
nationalism. By challenging his peripheral status in mainstream
historiography, this article argues for a re-evaluation of Shukla’s role
as a strategic thinker and a committed patriot whose sacrifice was
integral to sustaining the momentum and moral authority of the
revolutionary movement during one of its most vulnerable periods. His
story is a critical lens through which to examine the complex interplay
of regionalism, nationalism, violence, and memory in the Indian
freedom struggle.
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1. Introduction: Recovering a Lost Narrative

The grand narrative of the Indian independence movement is often visualized as a
dichotomy: the immense, ocean-like force of Mahatma Gandhi’s non-violent civil disobedience
on one shore, and the fierce, lightning-bolt actions of revolutionary nationalists on the other.t
While historiography has made significant strides in exploring both these realms, a persistent
asymmetry remains. The revolutionary movement itself is frequently telescoped into the
biographies of its most iconic leaders—Bhagat Singh, Chandrashekhar Azad, Surya Sen—whose
legends have been sanctified in public memory.2 This focus, though understandable, has
inadvertently created a vast silence around the multitude of individuals who constituted the very
cells of these revolutionary organisms. These men and women, often from modest provincial
backgrounds, were the linchpins of operations, the keepers of secrets, and the ultimate
instruments of their group’s will. Their stories are not just footnotes; they are essential chapters
without which the history of revolutionary nationalism remains incomplete.?

This paper seeks to illuminate one such crucial chapter: the life and legacy of Baikunth
Shukla. A young man from the village of Devari in the Shahabad district of Bihar, Shukla’s
historical significance is crystallized around one definitive act: the assassination of
Phanindrananth Ghosh on November 9, 1932, in Munger. Ghosh, a former member of the
Hindustan Socialist Republican Association (HSRA), had turned approver for the British Crown.
His testimony was the cornerstone of the prosecution’s case that led to the judicial murder of
Bhagat Singh, Sukhdev Thapar, and Shivaram Rajguru on March 23, 1931.* In the moral
universe of the revolutionaries and the wider Indian populace, Ghosh embodied the ultimate sin:
betrayal of the nation’s cause for personal salvation. Consequently, Shukla’s action was
perceived not as a criminal murder but as the righteous execution of a traitor, a delivery of
revolutionary justice that the colonial legal system was incapable of administering.’

The primary objectives of this research are threefold:
1. To construct a detailed and critically examined biography of Baikunth Shukla, moving
beyond hagiography to understand his social origins, ideological influences, and the
specific pathways that led him into the heart of the revolutionary underground.
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2. To conduct a deep analysis of the assassination of Phanindrananth Ghosh. This involves
dissecting the planning, execution, and symbolic meaning of the act, framing it within the
complex political philosophy of the HSRA and its concept of "propaganda by deed" and

retributive justice.

3. To trace the aftermath of this event—Shukla’s arrest, trial, imprisonment, and
execution—and to analyze the evolution of his legacy. This includes investigating the
reasons for his subsequent marginalization in national historical narratives and assessing

the ongoing efforts to reclaim his memory in regional consciousness.

This study argues that Baikunth Shukla was far more than a simple assassin or a blind
avenger. He was a politically conscious actor who understood the profound symbolic weight of
his mission. His action was a strategic intervention aimed at preserving the integrity of the
revolutionary movement at a time of severe crisis, reasserting its code of conduct, and delivering
a powerful message of resistance to both the British Raj and the Indian public. By placing
Shukla’s story at the center of inquiry, this paper contributes to a more nuanced and
democratized history of India’s freedom struggle, one that acknowledges the vital role played by
its often-unsung foot soldiers.

2. The Crucible of Revolution: Ideology, Organization, and Betrayal in Northern India

The revolutionary movement in northern India, which reached its apogee in the 1920s
and early 1930s, did not emerge from a vacuum. It was the product of a confluence of
intellectual currents and political frustrations. The failure of the 1857 uprising, the cultural
nationalism of the Swadeshi movement (1905-1908), and the writings of Bankim Chandra
Chattopadhyay (particularly Anandmath and Bande Mataram) provided the initial emotional and
intellectual fuel.® This was combined with the influence of international movements—the Irish
Republican struggle, the Russian Nihilists, and the writings of Mazzini—which offered models
of organized resistance against empire.”

The formation of the Hindustan Republican Association (HRA) in 1924 marked a key
organizational milestone. Its manifesto, The Revolutionary, clearly stated its aim to establish a

"Federal Republic of the United States of India® by an organized and armed
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revolution.®However, it was the reorganization of the HRA into the Hindustan Socialist
Republican Association (HSRA) in 1928 that signified a major ideological evolution. Under the
leadership of Chandrashekhar Azad and the intellectual guidance of Bhagat Singh, the group’s
objectives expanded from nationalist liberation to social transformation. As Bhagat Singh and
B.K. Dutt stated in their court statement after the Assembly Bombing, "We humbly claim to be
no more than serious students of history and the conditions of our country and her aspirations.
We despise hypocrisy. Our goal is the rebuilding of India on a socialistic basis."® This fusion of
anti-colonialism with a vision for a classless society distinguished the HSRA from earlier
revolutionary groups.

The HSRA’s strategy was predicated on the concept of "propaganda by deed"—the idea
that dramatic actions would awaken the masses, expose the fragility of British power, and inspire
widespread rebellion.'® The assassination of British police officer J.P. Saunders in 1928 (to
avenge the death of Lala Lajpat Rai), the non-lethal bombing of the Central Legislative
Assembly in 1929, and the attempt to blow up the Viceroy’s train were all executed with this
dual purpose: to punish specific representatives of oppression and to create powerful
propaganda.lt

This high-stakes strategy made the revolutionaries extremely vulnerable. The colonial
state responded with a combination of brutal repression and sophisticated legal mechanisms. The
Lahore Conspiracy Case was a prime example of the state’s use of the judicial system to
decapitate the movement. A central feature of this system was the use of approvers—accused
individuals who would confess their own guilt and provide evidence against their comrades in
exchange for immunity or a reduced sentence. This practice, encoded in the Indian Evidence Act
of 1872, was a potent weapon for the state, but it was viewed by revolutionaries and many
nationalists as a deeply unethical form of legal treachery. It exploited human weakness and
violated the bonds of trust and secrecy that were the lifeblood of underground organizations.?
The figure of Phanindrananth Ghosh thus came to represent not just an individual betrayer, but
the entire oppressive apparatus of the colonial state that encouraged such betrayal. Eliminating
him became a political and moral imperative for the surviving members of the HSRA, a

necessary act to cleanse the movement and deter future treachery.
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3. The Forging of a Revolutionary: Baikunth Shukla’s Early Life and Radicalization

Baikunth Shukla was born in 1907 into a Bhumihar Brahmin family in the village of
Devari, in the Shahabad district of Bihar.2* The Bhumihar community, a land-owning agrarian
caste, had a strong tradition of education and was actively involved in the social and political
movements of the time. The region of Shahabad itself had a long and storied history of
resistance, being a key center of the 1857 rebellion. The memory of Kunwar Singh’s rebellion
against the British East India Company was still a living part of local folklore, providing a
historical template for resistance.'*

Shukla’s family was of modest means but placed a high value on education. His early
schooling likely took place in a local pathshala or vernacular school, where he would have been
first exposed to emerging nationalist ideas. A significant familial influence was his cousin, Shri
Krishna Singh, who would later become the first Chief Minister of Bihar and a prominent
Congress leader.!* This connection is crucial, as it highlights the complex political landscape of
the time, where families often contained members engaged in both constitutional and extra-
constitutional forms of nationalism. While Shri Krishna Singh chose the path of Gandhian non-
cooperation and electoral politics, the young Baikunth was drawn towards the more radical and
immediate methods of the revolutionaries.

The 1920s were a period of intense political fermentation in Bihar. The Non-Cooperation
Movement (1920-1922), though suspended by Gandhi after the Chauri Chaura incident, had
unleashed a powerful wave of anti-colonial sentiment and political mobilization, particularly
among the youth.'® The stories of revolutionary martyrdom from Bengal—Khudiram Bose,
Kanailal Dutta—and the audacious actions of the HRA in the Kakori Conspiracy of 1925, were
widely circulated through nationalist pamphlets and word of mouth, captivating young minds
like Shukla’s.

The precise details of his induction into the revolutionary underground are obscured by
the secretive nature of the work. It is believed he was recruited into the network of the HSRA
through regional contacts in Bihar. The HSRA, though its core leadership was based in Punjab
and Uttar Pradesh, had a extensive network of sympathizers, supporters, and secondary cells

across North India, including in Bihar and Bengal. These networks were essential for providing
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safe houses, moving weapons, circulating literature, and recruiting new members."” Shukla,
known for his intelligence, dedication, and courage, quickly rose to become a trusted member of
this Bihar cadre.

The catalytic event that undoubtedly solidified his resolve and defined his future path was
the execution of Bhagat Singh, Sukhdev, and Rajguru in 1931. The hanging sent seismic waves
of grief and anger across the country. For the revolutionaries, it was not just a loss of leadership
but a profound moral shock. The knowledge that their conviction was secured primarily on the
testimony of a former comrade, Phanindrananth Ghosh, added a bitter sting of betrayal to the
tragedy.'® Within the battered but resilient remnants of the HSRA, the elimination of Ghosh
became the paramount mission—a debt of honor that needed to be settled to avenge the martyrs,
restore the movement’s dignity, and send an unequivocal message that treachery would be met
with ultimate punishment. Baikunth Shukla, embodying the spirit of sacrifice that he admired in
his idols, volunteered for this suicide mission.

4. The Execution of Justice: The Assassination of Phanindrananth Ghosh

Following his testimony in the Second Lahore Conspiracy Case, Phanindrananth Ghosh
was released from prison. He was a free man in the eyes of the law but a prisoner of his own
treachery in the eyes of the nation. He lived under constant fear and the perpetual shadow of
retribution, moving under the protection of the colonial police.”” The HSRA, though its central
command had been shattered, was not entirely extinct. Cells in different regions, including Bihar,
continued to operate. The decision to execute Ghosh was taken by the surviving leadership of the
HSRA, viewing it as a necessary act of ideological hygiene and strategic communication.*

The task of planning and executing this dangerous mission was assigned to Baikunth
Shukla. The operation, as meticulously reconstructed from colonial police files and trial records,
demonstrates a high degree of planning, patience, and resolve.2t Ghosh was residing in Munger
(then Monghyr), a town in Bihar. Shukla tracked his movements, studying his routines and the
security detail around him. He bided his time, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

That moment arrived on November 9, 1932. Confronting Ghosh, Shukla did not simply
shoot him from afar. Accounts suggest he engaged him, perhaps to confirm his identity or to

ensure his target understood the reason for his fate. He then drew his pistol and fired, killing
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Ghosh at point-blank range.?2 Crucially, Shukla did not attempt to flee the scene immediately. He
reportedly waited to ensure his mission was accomplished. This detail is profoundly significant.
It transforms the act from a clandestine murder into a public execution. It was a performative
display of revolutionary justice, meant to be witnessed and recorded. He was not a hidden
assassin but a proud executor of the will of his movement and his people.

His arrest was swift and inevitable. The assassination sent shockwaves through the
British administration. The killing of a state-protected approver in broad daylight was a stunning
security failure and a blatant challenge to the state’s authority. It exposed the limitations of
colonial power and demonstrated the far-reaching reach and resolve of the revolutionary
network.? For the Indian public, however, the reaction was vastly different. While official
Congress discourse, adhering to non-violence, could not openly condone the act, a large section
of the populace and the nationalist press saw it as a just and heroic deed. Newspapers reported
the event with a tone of grim satisfaction; editorials spoke of the "wages of sin" and the
"people’s justice."?* In the folk imagination, Baikunth Shukla was instantly mythologized as the
"Badla Leta Hissar" (The Avenging Lion) or the "Ingilabi Faisla Sunane Wala" (The One Who
Delivered the Revolutionary Verdict).>
5. The Trial and the Scaffold: From Prisoner to Immortal Martyr

Baikunth Shukla’s trial was a judicial formality. The colonial state was determined to
make an example of him. He was charged with murder and tried in a sessions court. Unlike many
trials where the accused might plead innocence or mitigating circumstances, Shukla’s stance was
one of defiant ownership and ideological justification. He did not deny his actions. Instead, he
used the courtroom as a platform to articulate the political philosophy behind them.

While no full transcript of his court statement is available in official archives,
contemporary newspaper reports and later biographical accounts based on witness testimonies
provide a consistent narrative of his defiance.?® He is said to have stated that he had no personal
enmity with Phanindrananth Ghosh. He presented his act as a duty—a duty to his country, to the
memory of his martyred comrades Bhagat Singh, Sukhdev, and Rajguru, and to the future of the
revolutionary movement itself. He argued that a traitor who had sold the blood of his brothers for

his own safety had no right to live and that his execution was a necessary measure to uphold the
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honor and security of the nationalist cause. His statement was a powerful indictment of the
colonial approver system itself.

The court, unsurprisingly, found him guilty and sentenced him to death by hanging. His
execution was scheduled for May 14, 1934, at the Bhagalpur Central Jail.?” Accounts from his
time in prison, though scarce, paint a picture of remarkable fortitude. He is said to have spent his
final days reading, writing letters to his family, and conversing with fellow prisoners, all the
while remaining steadfast in his belief that his sacrifice was meaningful. He reportedly refused to
sign any mercy petition, embracing his fate with the same courage that had defined his life. On
the day of his execution, at the young age of 27, he walked to the gallows calmly, chanting
"Bharat Mata Ki Jai" (Victory to Mother India), thus inscribing his name into the enduring ledger
of India’s revolutionary martyrs.?®

His hanging was not an isolated event. It occurred against the backdrop of the fading but
still potent Civil Disobedience Movement. The martyrdom of another young Indian at the hands
of the British judiciary served to fuel anti-colonial sentiments, particularly in Bihar, where he
was mourned as a local hero. His death became a rallying point, a symbol of unwavering
resistance and the high price of freedom.

6. Legacy, Memory, and Historiographical Silence

The legacy of Baikunth Shukla is a complex tapestry of vibrant regional memory and
puzzling national amnesia. In the immediate aftermath of his execution, he was celebrated as a
hero. Ballads (lokgeet) glorifying his bravery were composed and sung in the villages of Bihar,
ensuring his story was passed down through generations orally.?* He was remembered as the man
who delivered justice where the colonial law had failed, the avenger who had restored a sense of
moral balance. However, in the decades following India’s independence in 1947, Shukla’s story,
along with those of many other regional revolutionaries, began to recede from the mainstream
national narrative. This marginalization can be attributed to several interconnected factors:

1. The Dominance of the Congress-led Nationalist Narrative: The historical narrative
that became institutionalized post-independence was largely crafted by the victors—the

Indian National Congress. This narrative overwhelmingly privileged the story of

Gandhi’s non-violent mass movements as the legitimate and ultimately successful path to
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freedom. The revolutionary movement was often relegated to the role of a dramatic but
secondary and somewhat disruptive influence.?* Within this framework, there was little
space to celebrate figures like Shukla, whose methods of violent retribution did not align

with the official ethos of the new state.

2. Scarcity of Archival Sources: Unlike Bhagat Singh, who was a prolific writer and
thinker, leaving behind a rich corpus of letters, essays, and jail notebooks, Shukla was a
man of action. His own voice is largely absent from the historical record, limited to what
was recorded in court documents and second-hand accounts. Historians relying on written
archives often find little material to construct a detailed biography, leading to his

omission from broader historical surveys.3

3. The Complex Nature of His Action: Shukla’s target was an Indian, however much he
was reviled as a traitor. Celebrating an act of political violence against another Indian is a
more complex and uncomfortable task for a nation-state than celebrating violence against
foreign rulers. This nuance made it easier for mainstream historiography to sidestep his

story altogether.3?

4. Regional vs. National Focus: Much of the memory of Shukla has been preserved within
the regional context of Bihar. Local historians, vernacular writers, and political groups
within the state have kept his memory alive through biographies, statues, and naming of
institutions (e.g., Baikunth Shukla Memorial College). However, this regional recognition

has often failed to translate into national academic discourse.3?

In recent years, however, there has been a scholarly shift. The advent of subaltern studies
and the focus on history from below have encouraged historians to look beyond the elite
leadership and recover the stories of grassroots participants.>* Scholars are now re-examining
regional movements and figures, using oral history, vernacular sources, and a critical re-reading
of colonial records to build a more inclusive and complex history of the freedom struggle. Within
this new paradigm, Baikunth Shukla is being rediscovered not just as a trigger-puller, but as a

thoughtful actor within a sophisticated political and ideological movement, whose sacrifice was a
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calculated investment in the symbolic economy of anti-colonial resistance.
7. Conclusion: Reclaiming a Vanguard

Baikunth Shukla’s life was brief but his impact was profound. He emerged from the
specific socio-political context of rural Bihar, was radicalized by the potent ideology of
revolutionary nationalism, and chose a path of ultimate sacrifice. His execution of
Phanindrananth Ghosh was a watershed event in the history of the revolutionary movement. It
was a multilayered act: it was retribution, it was justice, it was deterrence, and it was
propaganda. It demonstrated that the spirit of the HSRA had not been extinguished with its
famous leaders and that the network remained capable of delivering decisive blows.

This paper has argued for a critical re-evaluation of Baikunth Shukla’s place in Indian
history. Moving beyond the simplistic tropes of the "avenger” or the "fanatic,” he should be
recognized as a strategic and ideological actor. He understood that the battle for independence
was not only fought on physical battlegrounds but also on the terrain of morality, symbolism,
and perception. By eliminating a figure who represented the corrosive power of colonial
treachery, he performed a crucial act of maintenance for the revolutionary ecosystem. He upheld
its code, restored its sense of honor, and showed that the movement could still police its own and
execute its own justice.

The story of Baikunth Shukla is more than just the story of one man. It is a window into
the vast and intricate network of the revolutionary movement, a reminder that history is made not
only by towering leaders but also by the dedication of countless unknown soldiers. His
marginalization in mainstream historiography represents a significant gap in our understanding
of the freedom struggle. By recovering his narrative, we do not merely add another name to a list
of martyrs; we enrich our comprehension of the diversity, complexity, and sheer depth of
sacrifice that characterized India’s long journey to freedom. He stands as a permanent testament
to the fact that the nation was forged not only by the philosophies of its great minds but also by

the courageous actions of its committed hearts. His legacy demands to be sung, not unsung.
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