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THE PARTITION OF BENGAL AND
ASSAM, 1932–1947

The fragmentation of Bengal and Assam in 1947 was a crucial moment in
India’s socio-political history as a nation state. Both British Indian
provinces were divided as much through the actions of the Muslim League
as through those of Congress and the British colonial power. Attributing
partition largely to Hindu communalists is, therefore, historically inaccu-
rate and factually misleading.

The Partition of Bengal and Assam, 1932–1947 provides a review of
constitutional and party politics as well as of popular attitudes and percep-
tions. The primary aim of this book is to unravel the intricate socio-
economic and political processes that led up to partition, as Hindus and
Muslims competed ferociously for the new power and privileges to be con-
ferred on them with independence. As shown in the book, well before they
divorced at a political level, Hindus and Muslims had been cleft apart by
their socio-economic differences. Partition was probably inevitable.

Bidyut Chakrabarty is Professor and Chair of Political Science at the Uni-
versity of Delhi, India.
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INTRODUCTION

The 1947 Great Divide is the most significant signpost in the evolution of
South Asia as a socio-political unit.1 After having drawn the boundaries of
two independent states, India and Pakistan, the British had finally with-
drawn. If there was cause to rejoice at the end of colonialism, the celebra-
tions were undoubtedly marred by a tragic partition along religious lines
which took an unacceptable toll in human life and suffering. The process
of decolonisation was, on the one hand, a clear failure of the nationalist
leadership who strove hard to sustain India’s political unity since Pakistan
was born on the basis of two-nation theory. On the other hand, for those
supporting the demand for a separate Muslim state, colonialism came to
an end with a clear positive note. Partition is therefore centrally constitu-
tive of nationhood. Not only was India redefined; Pakistan was also articu-
lated in socio-political terms in the wake of the struggle, and spearheaded
by the Muslim League, linking Muslims irrespective of socio-economic
status to form a sovereign Muslim state. Partition is a moment of contest
as well. Both the Hindus and Muslims redefined their identities through a
process of contestation of vision, contestation of beliefs and contestation
of history. The period between 1932 and 1947 sharply shows the mutation
in the formation of Hindus and Muslims as communities opposed to each
other in the political arena. What was distinctive about this period was the
growth of the communities as political units in a permanent adversarial
relationship. This was further consolidated following the introduction of
the communal electorate in the 1937 provincial elections. With the accep-
tance of the principle of majority, Muslims automatically became the most
powerful community in Bengal and Punjab by their sheer demographic
strength. In other words, religious identity as a demographic category
became probably the single most crucial criterion in determining the distri-
bution of governmental power in these Muslim-majority provinces. Yet it
would be entirely wrong to gloss over the internal differences among the
Muslims that rallied around the campaign for Pakistan as a bloc. So, the
questions that need to be asked are how and why did the idea of Pakistan
cause such excitement? How could so many disparate groups attain the
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goal of Pakistan? How could a highly stratified community, united only by
religious ties, act in unison to fight for Pakistan? What were the factors
that bridged the regional, class and sectional chasms to develop overriding
interests in a separate Muslim state? In other words, how and why did the
two-nation theory strike roots undermining the syncretistic tradition?
Answers to these questions may not be easily available, although, drawing
upon empirical materials from Bengal and Assam, an attempt will be
made here to tackle some of them. Undoubtedly, the political history of
the partitioned provinces provides significant clues to grasp the processes
that finally led to partition, which Jinnah described as ‘a surgical opera-
tion’ to cut India into two halves.2

The respective nations of India and Pakistan began their journeys as
soon as the transfer of power was formally executed following the accep-
tance of India’s bifurcation by even the Gandhian Congress, which always
held views challenging Jinnah’s two-nation theory. What this signifies is
the immense importance of partition, which is usually conceptualised in
contrasting ways. For the Congress, partition was but a decisive milestone
in the growth of a nation state that failed to negotiate a satisfactory solu-
tion to the problem of religious difference. To the Muslim League and its
supporters, partition was associated with victory and liberation from both
the British rule and possible Hindu domination in future India. So what
was ‘nationalism’ to the League was ‘sectarianism’ to the Congress. In
grasping these binary opposite ideological configurations, the Great
Divide seems to be equally significant. Partition was therefore not merely
an imperial device, it was also the culmination of a process that began
unfolding with the consolidation of Muslims as a distinct socio-political
community.

Notwithstanding the definite role of the divide-et-impera,3 the accep-
tance of the League as the true representatives of the Muslims in the
Muslim-majority provinces of Bengal and Punjab clearly indicates a
radical change in India’s political landscape. It had become clear by 1940
that Bengal and Punjab ‘will significantly count in a settlement of Moslem
problems . . . [and] if these two provinces withdraw support, Jinnah’s posi-
tion might rapidly be undermined’.4 By associating the Congress with the
Hindus, the largest section of India’s Muslim population articulated their
vision of freedom in terms of Jinnah’s two-nation theory. Thus the future
of India was decided not only by those who remained decisive in ‘high
politics’, but also by those actors at the grassroots who translated the
idioms of ‘divisive’ politics in terms of concrete plans and programmes. In
other words, though the Quaid-i-Azam was the architect of the two-nation
theory, his role as the founder of a separate Muslim nation state was
largely supplemented by those League volunteers who genuinely believed,
due to a complex web of events and happenings in the 1940s, in Pakistan
as the fulfilment of their aspired goal. In espousing the cause of Pakistan,

I N T R O D U C T I O N

2



what figured prominently were communal sentiments directed against the
Hindus for their alleged conspiracy with the British to defeat the League
campaign.5 In fact, the 1945 Direct Action resolution was adopted by the
Muslim League to ‘protest against the “letting down” of the Muslim
League by the Viceroy and Cabinet delegation, “under pressure” from the
Congress and against the evident desire of the Congress to dominate the
Muslims and other minorities in India’.6

The 1947 Great Divide

Partition is ‘the moment of the constitutional establishment of two domin-
ions with accompanying bloodbath’.7 Pressing for a separate Muslim state,
the 1940 Lahore resolution was the first official pronouncement of Pak-
istan or partition by the Muslim League. Though the term ‘Pakistan’ was
nowhere mentioned, by demanding an independent state/states for the
Muslims, the resolution translated the goal of a sovereign Muslim state in
concrete terms.8 Seeking to organise Indian Muslims around the Pakistan
demand, the resolution was remarkable for at least two important reasons;
first, that the resolution was proposed by Fazlul Haq, the most popular
Muslim leader in Bengal, suggests the growing dominance of the League
in the Muslim-majority provinces; and secondly, for the first time an
unequivocal demand was formally articulated insisting that the areas in
India in which Muslims constituted a majority should be made into an
independent state containing autonomous and sovereign units.9 Further-
more, it argued that Indian Muslims constituted a majority-nation in the
north-west and east of India, and ought to be treated at par with the
Hindu majority in all future constitutional negotiations.

The idea contained in the resolution was not novel. Since it was pro-
posed formally in an annual session of the League, which ‘had, by then,
the backing of the Moslem population of India’, it was, as Khaliquzzam-
man reminisced, ‘an avalanche which uprooted all the old fossilised struc-
ture of the political shibboleths which had kept the minds of Indian
Muslims engaged for about a century, and paved the way for a direct
march towards a definite goal’.10 Writing on this resolution, Edward Ben-
thall insisted that ‘it would be dangerous to brush Pakistan lightly aside
because there is no doubt that the scheme has fired the imagination of mil-
lions of Moslems throughout India’.11 On another occasion, he further reit-
erated that ‘the Moslems are not prepared to subject themselves to the
majority community which encircles them, and assertions are openly made
that civil war will follow any settlement that places the Moslems into the
hands of the Hindu majority’.12 This is what guided the official assessment
of the situation. Wavell, responding to the Bengal Governor, Casey,
wrote, ‘I do not believe that Pakistan will work. It creates new minority
problems quite as bad as those we have now and the Pakistan state or
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states would be economically unsound . . . but for the mass of Muslims, it is
a real possibility and has very strong sentimental appeal. [Hence] we
cannot openly denounce Pakistan until we have something to offer in its
place’.13

Despite doubts regarding Pakistan’s viability, the colonial power
became increasingly sensitive to the claims advanced by the Muslim
League. By 1945, not only did the League insist on ‘the division of India as
the only solution of the complex constitutional problem of India’14, its
election campaign was also based on the issue of Pakistan. If the Muslims
voted in favour of the League in the 1946 elections, ‘the League will be
entitled to ask for Pakistan without any further investigation or
plebiscite’.15 During the election campaign, Jinnah also identified the areas
constituting Pakistan. According to him, those provinces with a clear
Muslim majority naturally belonged to Pakistan and hence Sind, Baluchis-
tan, the North West Frontier Province and Punjab in the north-west of
India, and Bengal and Assam in the north-east, were provinces earmarked
for Pakistan. The forthcoming elections, he declared, ‘will decide the
matter once for all and when they are over, Pakistan will become an
immediate reality’.16 In Punjab, Jinnah and his League colleagues were
reported to have drawn on the religious sentiments of the Muslim voters
by underlining that ‘the question a voter is called on to answer is – are you
a true believer, or an infidel and a traitor?’.17 As the poll outcome
revealed, the 1946 election was a referendum for the League.18 While in
the first provincial poll, in 1937, the League failed to make an impact even
in the Muslim majority provinces by 1946 it became the only representat-
ive of the Muslims by polling in most (if not all) cases close to its
maximum natural strength. This was a remarkable achievement in terms
of both leadership and organisation.

An unambiguous verdict in favour of the Muslim League in the
Muslim-majority provinces in the 1946 elections radically altered India’s
political landscape, in which the League emerged as a stronger party in its
negotiations with the British in the last phase of the transfer of power. The
idea that Muslims were more than a political minority and were in fact a
significant political entity gained momentum following the resignation of
the Congress ministries and their refusal to co-operate with the war effort.
In that particular context, the League’s strength rose in its bargaining with
the British for ‘a parity’ with the Congress in future constitutional negotia-
tions. Furthermore, it was also easier for the League to justify its claim as
the only organisation to speak on behalf of Indian Muslims following the
1946 poll outcome. Immediately after the results were announced, the
League, in its April session, therefore modified the Lahore resolution so
that instead of demanding ‘independent states’ it now argued for ‘a sover-
eign independent Muslim state,’19 presumably to secure the consolidation
of a single Muslim constitutional entity. After all, the League demand for
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parity ‘rested on the claim that it represented a cohesive entity known as
the Muslim nation’. By demanding ‘independent states’, the Pakistan reso-
lution ‘threatened to undermine the idea of Muslim solidarity and, with it,
the basis of the League’s political ideology’.20

In the penultimate year of the transfer of power the League secured
parity with the Congress, and in the 1946 Shimla conference the League
and Congress representation was equated.21 What originated in the form
of the Lahore resolution became feasible, and Jinnah’s appeal to ‘unsettle
the settled notions . . . of Muslims being a minority [that] had been around
for so long’22 was finally translated into reality. Thus, not only did the
Quaid-i-Azam succeed in dramatically altering the role of the Muslims in
the overall constitutional settlement on the eve of the Great Divide, he
also transformed the Muslim community into a nation23 by ascertaining
‘territorial sovereignty to a heterogeneous community turned homo-
geneous nation’.24 The Muslim community for Jinnah was, therefore, not
‘an abstract historical–political entity . . . but a separate nation with distinct
interests [which] could not be treated only as a minority’.25

That Muslims constituted a self-determining political community was
always emphasised, to completely dissociate from the Hindus seeking to
establish ‘a Hindu Raj’.26 The Hindu–Muslim schism was not merely based
on religious differences but also on certain fundamental principles guiding
their respective lives. As Muslims drew upon completely different socio-
cultural values, it was unthinkable that they could live as ‘a mere minority
in a Hindu-dominated India’. While explaining the Hindu–Muslim chasm
in colonial India, Ambedkar thus argued that the Hindu–Muslim ‘antago-
nism . . . is formed by causes which take their origin in historical, religious,
cultural and social antipathy of which political antipathy is only a reflec-
tion. These form’, he further elaborated, ‘one deep river of discontent
which, being regularly fed by these sources, keeps on mounting to a head
and overflowing its ordinary channels’.27 Hence Ambedkar held the
Hindus equally responsible for the rise of Muslim separatism that was
finally resolved in the emergence of Pakistan as a nation.28

Although Islam was not the only driving force behind the Great Divide,
it had undoubtedly fed ‘the religiously based communalism’29 that grew in
importance in a conducive political environment during the war and its
aftermath. The League strategy appears to have been guided by two well-
defined considerations. On the one hand, by demanding favour as the
League co-operated with the war efforts, its leadership resorted continu-
ously to pressure tactics.30 On the other, the League was engaged in viru-
lent propaganda seeking to mobilise the Muslims along communal lines, as
the following appeal from The Star of India clearly illustrates:

The time has come to the little rats to know that the lion is not
dead, only sleeping; the challenge is to be accepted; the enemy is
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to be met on its own ground; Mussalman cannot resort meanness
and traceries which characterise their political enemies; the
Hindus will see to whom Bengal belongs; they shall be taught the
lesson they need.31

The consolidation of Muslim communal forces was matched, if not sur-
passed, by the rising tide of Hindu communalism.32 Especially in the after-
math of the Calcutta riot, Hindu communalism grew at an alarming rate,
resorting to intimidation, coercion and terror. Meetings were organised by
the Hindu Mahasabha to defuse the drive for Pakistan,33 and its leader,
B. S. Moonjee launched a campaign supporting violence, if necessary, to
protect the Hindus from communal attack.34 Probably its worse form was
articulated in the 1946 Bihar riot, where the organised Hindu bands wiped
out the Muslim villages in the Patna, Gaya and Monghyr districts. Apart
from the Hindu Mahasabha, which had a direct role, the Congress workers
were also reported to have incited riots in many cases.35 The Bihar riot
made the Hindus vulnerable in Bengal and part of Assam, where they con-
stituted a minority. What strengthened the movement for partition in
Bengal was certainly the feeling that ‘Hindus were not safe in the League-
ruled Bengal’.36 The Congress leadership gradually realised that however
undesirable the partition of Bengal (and Punjab), there was really no
alternative to it. Its reluctance officially to endorse the Mahasabha-
sponsored ‘communal’ campaign for partition alienated a large number of
Hindus in rural Bengal. The Congress was identified ‘as being incapable of
dealing with the Muslim challenge and safeguarding Hindu lives’.37 It
became increasingly clear that ‘the claim that the Congress represents
India is less and less true since it cannot now claim to represent all the
Hindus, apart altogether from its claim to represent the Moslems and
other minorities’.38 This certainly projected the Hindu Mahasabha as the
sole representative, and its leader, Shyama Prasad Mookherjee, as the sole
spokesman (sic) of the Hindus.

B. R. Ambedkar, in his book Pakistan or the Partition of India,39

endorsed the claim for Pakistan in terms of realist politics. According to
him, partition was possibly the best solution to resolve the constitutional
impasse in India, for two reasons. First, given the hostility of the Muslims
to the idea of a single central government, inevitably dominated by the
Hindu majority, it was certain that if there was no partition, the animosity
and suspicion between the communities would remain: ‘burying Pakistan
is not the same thing as burying the ghost of Pakistan’.40 Furthermore,
given the demographic composition of what was proposed as Pakistan,
there was no doubt that it would be a homogeneous state and hence free
from communal bickering and mutual distrust. Secondly, Ambedkar felt
that in united India, where more than a third of the population was
Muslim, ‘Hindu dominance could be a serious threat to the very existence
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of the polity’. In such a state, Muslims apprehending the tyranny of the
Hindu majority were likely to organise themselves into ‘a theocratic
party’, provoking in turn the rise of Hindu fundamentalist forces seeking
to establish ‘a Hindu raj’. Partition would radically alter the situation
where Muslims in Hindustan would be ‘a small and widely scattered
minority’ joining different political parties in accordance with what they
consider ‘as most protective’ of their socio-economic and political inter-
ests. As a result, a party like Hindu Mahasabha that drew on the principle
of ‘a Hindu raj’ would gradually disappear. Persuaded by the logic of his
argument, Ambedkar suggested that the lower castes of Hindu society
should join hands with the Muslim minority to fight the Hindu high castes
for their rights of citizenship and social dignity.41

It would not be irrelevant to refer to Iqbal’s arguments defending the
demand for Pakistan. Conceptualising Pakistan in two-nation theory
format, Iqbal offered a map of the redistribution of territory forming a
Muslim state comprising the north-west part of India and Bengal.42 His
blueprint for Pakistan was based on language, race, history, religion and
economic interests within the federal system, with maximum autonomy for
the provinces. In order to protect Muslim identity and form a strong polit-
ical unit, he suggested the idea of bringing together the north-western
states of Punjab, Frontier, Sind and Baluchistan under one state, of which
Bengal would invariably be a part given the Muslim preponderance in its
demography. Such a state would cement the bond among the Muslims by
creating ‘a sense of responsibility and patriotism’. Unlike Ambedkar, who
had a realistic aim of proper administration of the subcontinent in the
aftermath of the British rule, Iqbal had a wider spiritual agenda of creating
‘an Islam’ capable of containing ‘the influence of Arab imperialism [that]
had shackled its civilization, culture, shariat and education for centuries’.43

There is one final point. The ‘high politics of India’s partition’44 also
epitomise the role of the last Viceroy, Louis Mountbatten. Despite his
expressed desire to sustain India’s unity following the Cabinet Mission
plan, he soon realised after reaching Delhi that ‘the Cabinet Mission plan
and a unitary government were no longer feasible propositions and it was
quite plain that a truncated Pakistan offered the only prospect of an
agreed settlement’.45 Once it had been decided, the Viceroy was keen to
transfer power at an earlier date than June 1948. In his perception, an
early withdrawal would certainly be advantageous to the British interests,
and the substantial gains were as follows:

(a) the terrific world-wide enhancement of British prestige and
the enhancement of the prestige of the present government; (b)
the completion of the framework of world strategy from the point
of view of Empire defence; (c) the early termination of present
responsibilities especially in the field of law and order; (d) a
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further strengthening of Indo-British relations which have enor-
mously improved since the statement of 20 February, 1947.46

Although India became free earlier than had been decided, due to Mount-
batten’s insistence, he was also criticised on two counts: first, in ‘a true
Machiavellian style’,47 the last Viceroy took the advantage of the lack of
consensus among the Congress, Sikh and League politicians and imposed
his own ‘solution’ on the Indian question. Second, his plan to transfer
power almost a year in advance plunged both the new-born dominions
into serious administrative and political crisis. Owing to the suddenness of
the event, the government failed to take adequate steps to prevent the
human massacre during the transfer of population in Punjab. On the basis
of his own experience as ‘an insider’, W. H. Morris Jones, however, exon-
erated Mountbatten for his responsibility, underlining that ‘a slower
process would probably have produced not less but more of both slaugh-
tering and suffering’.48 Similarly, Mountbatten was also absolved of the
charge that, due to the rivalry among the Indian representatives, the
Viceroy had easily made his way in so far as the actual transfer of power
was concerned. As Nicholas Mansergh argued, the partition emerged from
a triangular situation involving the British, the Congress and the League
which itself limited the freedom of manoeuvre that even the most pur-
poseful or enlightened of leaders enjoyed. It was therefore difficult for a
single man to change the course of action in circumstances where the
British government, though a key player, gradually became peripheral
once the announcement of the final withdrawal had been made. The
divided landscape of the two independent dominions that finally emerged
was, therefore, the outcome of a peculiar unfolding of events in which
those who participated ‘were in a measure, not always fully realised, the
prisoners of a pattern of politics which always pressed in upon their liberty
of action’.49

The 1946 Calcutta riot and afterwards

There is no doubt that the killing and looting that began in Calcutta in
August and then spread to Noakhali, Bihar and other parts of India played
a decisive role in bringing about partition. What was conspicuous about
these riots was the growing communalisation of Hindus and Muslims, who
participated in the mayhem as antagonistic competing blocs. As Krishnan
wrote:

The Great Calcutta Killing of August 1946 was a turning point in
Indian history. . . . It was like a civil war in which the provincial
government [of the Muslim League] had become partisan. . . . The
British Government found itself unable to maintain law and
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order. . . . It was also now evident to Indian leaders that it would
be more prudent to accept Pakistan than to let the country to slip
into civil war and chaos.

Starting in August 1946 India suffered an unprecedented com-
munal violence for nearly a year. . . . The process started with the
Calcutta outbreak of 16 August 1946, was continued in Bihar and
Noakhali, and ended in the Punjab carnage of March 1947. These
riots convinced the overwhelming majority of Hindus and
Muslims that the partition of the subcontinent was inevitable.50

This is not, however, to argue that the 1946 riots were solely responsible
for partition. What resulted in the vivisection was certainly the well-
grounded Hindu–Muslim chasm, nurtured historically by a process in
which not only had these communities played significant roles, but the
contribution of the British Government was equally significant. By 1944,
as the official reports show, ‘the demands of Hindus and Muslims have
crystallised into irreconcilability’.51 The 1946 partition riots seem to have
accelerated the pace of the constitutional negotiations that finally culmi-
nated in the Great Divide. Thus Suhrawardy, who was alleged to have
played a decisive role in the Calcutta riot, wrote: ‘Jinnah’s Direct Action
strategy, bathed in the blood of the Muslims of Calcutta, won him a great
political victory and made Pakistan inevitable’.52 Partition became
inevitable because the tension, argued Parcival Spear, ‘could no longer be
restrained within peaceful bounds, and to the bloody August riots in Cal-
cutta (where Hindus were the sufferers) was added the communal out-
break in Bihar (where Muslims were the victims)’.53

As the history of the subcontinent unfolded, Jinnah’s idea of Pakistan
that was ‘a thing of laugh at five years ago . . . [became] the slogan and
watchword of the Muslim masses’.54 The Muslims gradually became so
powerful that ‘a Moslem movement would be a spontaneous movement
needing no political agitation to stir it up if their rights were in jeopardy’.55

In August 1947, Jinnah achieved Pakistan but did not get what he
wanted.56 What finally emerged as Pakistan was ‘but two spaces of map,
without a natural frontier along the new dividing lines, without a ready
capital, without the apparatus of national government or much trained
skill to exercise it, a weak and feeble infant, a dry-mouthed end to a
romantic dream’.57 India also paid a heavy price for freedom – the com-
munal forces were neither defeated, nor was unity totally achieved. The
story of the decolonisation of India is not only about the emergence of the
Muslim League, with its demand for a sovereign Muslim state from March
1940 and its mobilisation of Muslim provincial support, but also about
British and Congress tactics which contributed to the rise of the League
and the solidification of its communal support. Also, the circumstances of
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‘a declining empire may have continued as much to Muslim political unifi-
cation as the League’s appeal to the nationalism’ supposedly inherent in
Muslim religious communalism.58 The Raj came to its end ‘amidst convul-
sions in which not only Hindus and Muslims, but also Sikhs and Muslims
slaughtered one another, a holocaust unprecedented’59 in India’s recent
history. If the British, argued Penderel Moon, ‘had been bold enough and
uninfluenced by the glamour of empire, wise enough to launch India as a
Dominion some fifteen to twenty years earlier, much bitterness and feeling
of frustration, perhaps the tragedy of partition, would have been
avoided’.60

Partition and memory

Partition is a living memory; its story is still unfolding more than fifty years
after the subcontinent was divided. Today the overwhelming memory of
1947 for people across the whole of north India and Bengal remains that
of batwara or vibhajan (partition), and not azadi or swadhinata (independ-
ence). There were diametrically opposite views on the nation that
appeared following partition. The construction of nationhood meant the
dislocation and violent displacement of those identified as ‘aliens’
overnight.61 The divergent ‘voices’ that emerge are articulated in the
contemporary literature through contested visions of independence,
national identity and citizenship.62

What this study is (not) about63

Partition was a defining moment in South Asian history.64 Communities
were constituted, deconstituted and reconstituted.65 Nations were born.
Thus partition was the terminal point of a political negotiation in which
the communal schism between Hindus and Muslims appears to have been
decisive in demarcating the boundaries of the newly emerged nations. It is
now well established that the colonial power, for obvious reasons, clung to
divisive policies to sustain its rule. Partition was not forced upon the sub-
continent, but it emerged as the best possible alternative at a particular
historical conjuncture. Even the Congress that never accepted the two-
nation theory was forced to swallow its outcome, possibly to avoid a
further bloodbath in the name of protecting communal pride and interests.
On a simplistic reading of historical processes, this may perhaps be attri-
buted to the failure of the nationalism that the Gandhi-led Congress nur-
tured and refined over decades. What is missing is the growing complexity
of the socio-economic and political milieu in which the ‘nationalist’ agenda
had also undergone dramatic changes. In other words, since nationalism
everywhere has been the product of particular/or distinctive histories, its
articulation is certain to vary substantially in accordance with specific
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historical circumstances. In the history of India’s freedom struggle, parti-
tion is therefore a remarkable sequence in the formation of competing and
jostling communities with a specific political agenda.

Another important point to make before placing this study in relation
to the available literature is the significant role of religion in cementing the
communal bond. What counted more and more in the context of partition
were ‘believer and non-believers, Hindus and Muslims and Sikhs’.66 As is
evident, the campaign for partition – whether spearheaded by the Hindus
or Muslims or Sikhs – gained momentum even in the villages in the name
of ‘a service to religion’. Colonialism separated Hindus and Muslims by its
divide and rule strategy. What accounted for the gradual consolidation of
these two rival blocs was probably the logic internal to these communities,
which, of course, had its root in the larger socio-economic and political
environment. For instance, the rise and consolidation of Hindu blocs in
the 1920s in Bengal drew largely upon ‘communal common sense of dying
Hindu’. The Hindu demographic strength was certain to decline, as the
argument runs, in view of the proliferation of Muslims due to reasons con-
nected with their social system. The fear of being outnumbered by
Muslims appeared to be an effective instrument for those ‘engaged in the
mobilization for an exclusive Hindu constituency’.67 Equally important
was the process that led to the construction of a Muslim bloc and con-
sequently the ‘othering’ of the Hindus. With their economic prosperity at
the grassroots through jute cultivation, Muslims gradually emerged as key
players in ‘high politics’, and demands were placed for reservations of
seats for the community in educational institutions and government
employment. Since the progress of a people is evidenced ‘by the increase
of wealth and knowledge’,68 several leading Muslim intellectuals of various
districts constantly emphasised the necessity of material improvement for
their community. Islam had a role to play, and thus Usman, the model
farmer in Adarsha Krishak, ‘calls out the azan when he goes to work in his
fields’,69 indicating the commitment to community imperatives along with
dedication to profession.

It is now evident that, whatever the approach and howsoever diverse
interpretations, ‘the fact is that Hindu-Muslim partnerships exploded in
the 1940s, and the weakness of the secular ideology – the emblem of the
desire to create a world beyond religious divisions – became all too clear
to that generation’.70 Although religion played a crucial role in the forma-
tion of Pakistan, the Congress failure to assess the minority problem in the
proper perspective was equally responsible for the alienation of the Muslims
from the Gandhi-led nationalist movement. Notwithstanding the Congress
negotiations with a handful of elite Muslims in the wake of the 1916
Lucknow Pact and the 1922–23 Congress–Khilafat merger, the chasm
between the Hindus and Muslims was always exploited to advance the
cause of the respective communities. How was this possible? In his article
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‘The Muslim Mass Contact Campaign: analysis of a strategy of political
mobilization’,71 Mushirul Hasan argued that the elite-level pacts appeared
futile in view of the genuine socio-economic differences between the
Hindus and Muslims. In this thoroughly researched piece, he also under-
lined that the 1937 Mass Contact Campaign, probably the last serious Con-
gress attempt to attract Muslim support, ‘ran into serious trouble within
two years of its launching, not so much due to Muslim League’s opposition
or the lack of Muslim support but because of Congress’ own reluctance to
pursue it with any vigour or sense of purpose’. The Congress decision to
abandon the struggle of mass contact for ministry ‘allowed Jinnah perhaps
involuntarily to take advantage of deteriorating communal relations and
rally his community around the divisive symbol of a separate Muslim
homeland’. The scenario appears complete in view of the carefully devised
scheme of political representation of the British and Jinnah’s success in
reaping the benefit in his favour. Farzana Shaikh has shown that, in the
formation of Pakistan, what was crucial was the institutionalisation of poli-
tics on the basis that Congress could not represent Indian Muslims.72 Sim-
ilarly, the argument put forward by R. J. Moore that Pakistan ‘would not
have emerged without [Jinnah]’ shows the extent to which Quaid-i-Azam
intelligently manipulated the otherwise conducive socio-economic and
political reality towards the attainment of Pakistan.73 Supporting Moore’s
assessment of Jinnah, Akbar Ahmed attributed the success of the cam-
paign for Pakistan to Jinnah by asserting that ‘when a leader who com-
mands respect in the Muslim community appears and can focus on a cause,
Muslims are capable of moving mountains’.74 True, Jinnah spearheaded
the campaign for Pakistan; his success, however, was attributed to a
society ravaged by the communal disharmony, imperial exploitation and
other divisive tendencies so obvious in a colonial set-up. At the ground
level, particularly in Bengal, the Hindu–Muslim hiatus, at least in socio-
economic terms, was exploited by those supporting the Muslims (including
the Muslim League) to highlight the economic tinge of communal schism;
at the level of organised politics, the Congress’ reluctance to come to
terms with the Muslim leadership immediately after the first provincial
elections in 1937 institutionalised a sense of persecution in Muslims. Thus
emerged, as Moore argues, ‘the essential link between Jinnah’s leadership
and the emergence of Muslim national consciousness’, because Jinnah
‘personified the Muslim sense of persecution by Congress denial of their
achieved status’.75

A landmark in the history of partition was the remarkable success of
the Muslim League in mobilising Muslim support, irrespective of class, for
a separate Muslim homeland in Bengal and Punjab, when it had had no
significant support base before 1940. Both David Gilmartin and Ian Talbot
attribute the success of the Pakistan campaign in Punjab to a prevalent
religious leadership that shifted its loyalty from the Unionist Party to the
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Muslim League. Politically, it was probably the most conclusive step
towards the creation of a separate Muslim homeland. An argument high-
lighting the growing influence of the Muslim religious leadership in mobil-
isation seems plausible, especially in the light of a sudden eclipse of the
national-secular forces in the province, which Jinnah called, ‘the corner-
stone of Pakistan’. In order to delineate the background of the religious
support for the Pakistan movement in Punjab, Gilmartin76 looks into the
connections between the structure of religious leadership and the structure
of Muslim politics in twentieth century Punjab. By analysing the role of
the revivalist Sajjada Nashins in garnering support for Pakistan, Gilmartin
demonstrates the extent to which religion and religious symbols acted as
crucial variables in the 1947 Great Divide. In his view, the support of
Sajjada Nashins to the Muslim League largely accounted for latter’s
triumph in the elections in 1946. The victory, to quote Gilmartin, ‘was a
sweeping religious mandate for Pakistan and marked the most important
step on the road to Pakistan formation’.

Talbot’s formulation, couched more or less in a similar fashion, is a
further elaboration of Gilmartin’s thesis. By concentrating on the growth
of the Muslim League in the Punjab, he has shown the overarching
importance of traditional social and religious networks in mobilising polit-
ical support. According to his findings, the League was able to create and
sustain its strong political base by relying on ‘the sufi and kinship net-
works’. It was mainly through these and through the linking of the Pak-
istan scheme to the solution of the villagers’ wartime economic difficulties
that ‘League politics were able to reach down and embrace the rural
voters who held the key to the successful creation of a new Muslim nation-
state’. A thorough study of the Punjab situation therefore reveals the
complex interplay of religion and politics in the rise of Pakistan. It also
shows the extent to which Pir’s fatwas and landlords’ economic influence
and their leading position in the kinship networks acted favourably in the
process that led to the vivisection of the subcontinent of India.77

While conceptualising the communal identity of both Hindus and
Muslims in the context of the freedom struggle, religion has rightly been
emphasised as a significant ingredient. Partha Chatterjee’s article ‘Bengal
politics and the Muslim masses, 1920–47’78 is an attempt to articulate
theoretically the process in which Islam played a crucial role in organising
the Muslim peasants against the Hindu zamindars. Since in Bengal peas-
ants were largely Muslims and landlords Hindus, the Hindu–Muslim
chasm had acquired a class dimension.79 Hence, riots and other skirmishes
involving Hindus and Muslims always had a class tinge. For instance, as
Chatterjee argues, a study of riots in east and north Bengal in the 1920s
and 1930s shows that ‘the ideology which shaped and gave meaning to the
collective acts of the peasantry was fundamentally religious’. He further
adds that religion in such a community ‘provides an ontology, an
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epistemology as well as a practical code of ethics including political ethics’.
When this community acts politically, the symbolic meaning of particular
acts – their signification – must be found in religious terms’.80 In the case of
Bengal (and also Assam), it was Islam which provided the peasantry with
a readymade organising principle for a specific type of politics. Moreover,
given the social composition of peasants and zamindars, a continued
climate of peasant agitation regarding zamindari oppression was ‘trans-
lated in the Muslim-dominated areas into ideological terms that were pro-
nouncedly anti-Hindu’.81 In such a context, the Congress support to the
zamindars, the majority of whom were Hindus, strengthens further the
characterisation of the Congress as a communal organisation – and thus
the alienation between the Congress and the Muslims appeared unbridge-
able. In his analysis of the Bengal agrarian class conflict, Sugata Bose reit-
erated the point by underlining that the consolidation of Hindu–Muslim
communal identity owed largely to the changes in the key elements of the
Bengal agrarian social structure. According to him, with the rupture of
rural credit relations in the aftermath of the Great Depression of the 1930s
‘the unequal and symbiotic social networks in east Bengal were torn
apart’.82 Since the talukdar-mahajans and trader-mahajans no longer
played the role of guaranteeing the peasants subsistence, ‘the old defer-
ence disappeared [and] in the small peasant economy of east Bengal, they
had ceased to perform any useful function. Once a political challenge
came within the realm of possibility, the strength of a religious identity
was exploited as a readily available and, for the privileged co-religionists, a
safe ideology’.83 Religion, described as an integral component of com-
munal consciousness, imparted, concludes Bose, ‘a sense of collectivity
and ideological legitimation in a specific historical conjuncture when the
balance of class power in the countryside has already changed’.84

While Partha Chatterjee and Sugata Bose draw upon the socio-
economic and political processes at the grassroots to grasp the growth of
communal consciousness that was articulated in the movements, by both
the Hindus and Muslims, demanding partition, Leonard Gordon looks at
the institutional politics to gauge the importance of religion and the cul-
tural distinctiveness of Bengal in the so-called separatist politics. In his
‘Divided Bengal: problems of nationalism and identity in the 1947 parti-
tion’,85 Gordon explains partition in terms of an intelligent handling of the
demand for a separate Muslim homeland by the provincial leadership
following the Muslim League’s rise to prominence. When the Pakistan res-
olution was adopted in 1940, the League was confident that a sovereign
Muslim state was to be formed in those areas where Muslims constituted a
majority. As is evident, the Pakistan formula was presented to the
Muslims in Bengal as the only device to escape Hindu domination. Two
distinct voices were recorded by Gordon to substantiate his point. Abul
Hashim, the General Secretary of the League, argued for a multinational
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state drawing its sustenance from the laws of Shariat. In his words, ‘it is
not in the contemplation of the Muslims to reserve any advantage for
themselves, except their right to govern their own society according to the
laws of Shariat’.86 The other voice was that of Abul Mansur Ahmad, a
former Congress member who joined the League in 1940. For Ahmad,
Pakistan meant ‘cultural autonomy’. By culture, he meant Bengali culture
and literature, developed, to some extent, by the Hindus as well. While
characterising the Bengali culture, Ahmad was quite emphatic that ‘it was
to be Bengali culture freed from Hindu linguistic and religious shackles; it
was to be Muslim but distinctive from [that] of West Pakistanis. So it was
to be Bengali and Muslim, but divergent from the culture of Bengalis [of
West Bengal] and other Muslims’.87 Gordon thus inferred that ‘religious
and cultural factors and interests’ played a crucial role in rallying the
Muslims around the demand for Pakistan despite differences among them-
selves in class terms. Simultaneously with Muslim consolidation as a
community, a process that helped to crystallise Hindu communal identity
loomed large. Undoubtedly, the Shyama Prasad Mookherjee-led Hindu
Mahasabha had a significant role in popularising the demand for partition
at the grassroots. What made Mahasabha acceptable to the Hindus in rural
Bengal was certainly the extreme communalism of the Suhrawardy min-
istry, which was held responsible for ‘the 1946 August bloodbath in Cal-
cutta and Noakhali’. Hindus pledged to ‘fight for partition . . . to avoid
Muslim rule, in free Pakistan, or in united independent Bengal, or in free
federated India’.88

Partition was made possible because of an environment in which the
Hindu–Muslim relationship was articulated in antagonistic terms. Several
factors were at work. The growing social distance between Hindus and
Muslim in quotidian life, intense competition for jobs and education, the
politicisation of religion and the use of religious symbols were factors that
further aggravated the situation. Nationalism – whether of the Congress or
League variety – was nurtured in peculiar circumstances where the reli-
giously informed cultural identity of both the Hindus and the Muslims
figured prominently in the final negotiation for power with the British.
Since the Hindu–Muslim cultural identity was constantly redefined in the
light of historical needs and future aspirations, it would be theoretically
misleading and factually wrong to ‘essentialise’ communal identities in
terms of fixed socio-cultural characteristics. It is true that religion provided
the necessary bond to construct a community at a particular historical
juncture, but its effectiveness in consolidating the bond by placing one
community against another depended a great deal on the circumstances
in which the role of the colonial state was no less significant. In other
words, apart from the centrality of the colonial state in this process,
Hindu–Muslim identities were not just products of colonial institutions
and economic changes, but were created by the communities on the
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strength of inherited cultural resources as well as invented traditions.89 It is
also important, in grasping the processes that led to partition, to underline
that overemphasis on ‘the cultural roots of Indian nationalism leaves unex-
amined the myriad subaltern contestations of an emerging mainstream
nationalism which like its adversary, colonialism, may well have only
achieved dominance without hegemony . . . Continued privileging of reli-
gious distinctions thwarted many well-meaning attempts at accommodat-
ing differences within a broad framework of Indian nationalism’.90

There is no denying that the explanation of partition in terms of binary
opposition between secular nationalism and religious communalism is too
simplistic to capture the complex unfolding of processes preceding the
Great Divide. While dwelling on the structural contour of politics, based
on the above binary opposition, Ayesha Jalal has brought out the multi-
layered Muslim identity that can hardly be subsumed by a blanket
category like ‘religious communalism’. In her words, ‘[e]xploding commu-
nalism to uncover the manifold and contradictory interests driving the
politics of Muslim identity in South Asia might enable a better apprecia-
tion of difference as a lived cultural experience, one that is forever chang-
ing in response to broader historical dynamics, rather than an abstract,
sterile and essentialised category awaiting a fresh round of scholarly ban-
daging’.91 In a recent work, Jalal reiterates the argument by underlining
that ‘the strategic essentialising of religious community is deemed more
important than its utility as a point of reference for the assertion of cul-
tural difference’. She therefore concludes that overemphasis on the
Islamic dimensions of the discourse of Muslim identity, as if these are
unproblematically singular in meaning, ‘ignores the spatial and temporal
aspects of historical change that shaped the emerging contradictions and
contestations within the community of Islam in India’.92 In the entire con-
figurations, the role of the colonial government was no less insignificant.
Colonialism had invested religion, argues Jalal, with greater significance
through its peculiar configuration of the domain of the ‘public’ and the
‘private’.93 It played havoc because the growing sense of cultural differ-
ences was translated into a politics of identity devoid of considerations,
other than that of the religious community through well-crafted constitu-
tional devices, adopted during the course of twentieth century.

Undoubtedly, identity – whether Hindu or Muslim – is constructed
through a complex process of contestation. It is also acknowledged that
exclusive identity does not develop in a vacuum and derives sustenance, if
not inspiration, from the perception of the other. What is, however, clearly
visible is the significant role of religion in this process. Religion provided
the idiom, vocabulary and symbols for support mobilisation. Muslims
were, informs Tazeen M. Murshid, recruited in the name of Islam that
defined ‘community or the millat’. The Muslim League, seen ‘as the house
of Islam came to be equated with Islam and all those Muslims who
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supported parties other than the League were labeled as traitors to
Muslims and to Islam’.94 It was therefore not surprising that Kazi Nazrul
Islam, despite being a Muslim, failed to be elected and even lost his
deposit simply because ‘not only was he believed to an atheist because of
his communist sympathies, but he was also considered to a kafir, because
of the nature of his literary output and his lifestyle including his marriage
to a Hindu woman’.95

The role of the colonial state was formidable in the consolidation of
political interests around the communally divided Hindus and Muslims.
‘By treating the Muslims as a separate group, [the colonial state] had’,
argues David Page, ‘divided them from other Indians. By granting them
separate electorates, it institutionalized that division’.96 For Gilmartin, the
role of the British electoral system in shaping the meaning of Muslim
community cannot be understated.97 The introduction of separate elec-
torates drew upon the principles that had long helped to defend and con-
solidate the organisation of the colonial state. In this sense, Muslim
identity became an identity defined less by ideology than by ‘common her-
itage and common descent’. For the British, the importance of a such a
definition of Muslim community ‘lay in the fact that it allowed them to
appropriate the concept to strengthen their own political system while
underscoring the illegitimacy of appeals to religious symbols as defining
elements for the state system’.98 Communally compartmentalised elec-
torates, Jalal points out, ‘had helped transform the case of Muslim distinc-
tiveness into an assertion of nationhood at the level of all-India political
discourse’.99 The resort to Islam was the single most important mobilisa-
tional device to generate support for a movement seeking a separate
Muslim homeland. In Bengal and Assam, as will be shown below, the
League’s strategy was to draw upon the Hindu hatred for Muslims that
was always equated with ‘Islam in danger’. The well-publicised Pirpur
report, prepared by the League and presented before the All Indian
Muslim League session in 1940, articulated the Muslim fear of being sub-
merged by Hindu domination if a sovereign Muslim state was not formed.
The Congress campaign for Ramrajya, the endeavour to impose Bande
Mataram in the legislature and its preference for Hindi as a compulsory
language in the Congress-ruled provinces were issues that alienated the
Muslims from the Congress that was, by 1940, identified with the
Hindus.100 In consequence, a space was created which the League filled by
a consistent organisational effort by its able leadership. As a contempor-
ary report suggests, by the middle of 1944 the League membership had
increased dramatically by enrolling about 550 000 members from rural
Bengal.101

The League gained in an atmosphere where the two-nation theory
inspired the imagination of Muslims in rural Bengal and Assam as being
the best possible means to avoid the Hindu Raj. For them, Pakistan
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promised protection from ‘the possible atrocities of a Hindu-headed
polity’.102 Perhaps the essential appeal of Pakistan was the hope it held of
freedom from Hindu domination. M. A. Ispahani, a business magnate
from Bengal, articulated the feeling by saying that there was ‘an almost
fanatical determination among Muslims not to be dominated by Hindus
[for] it was impossible for the Muslims to achieve economic emancipation
at the hands of the Hindus’.103

In its campaign for Pakistan, the League had succeeded in bringing to
the forefront the mullahs, moulvis and other religious men who had a
readymade support base among the rural Muslims.104 It would not be an
exaggeration to say that without their contribution in gradually expanding
the Muslim League support base, the Pakistan campaign would have lost
much of its vigour. Rafiuddin Ahmed has shown how itinerant mullahs or
religious preachers prompted the masses to look beyond the borders of
Bengal in search of their supposed Bengali Islamic past and attach ‘greater
importance to their being Muslim as opposed to their local or regional
identity’. This new emphasis proved crucial to ‘the subsequent emergence
of a measure of social cohesion in a diversified and even culturally polar-
ized community’.105 The preachers seeking to Islamise the masses emerged
as powerful agents in the political mobilisation of the rural Muslims. Given
the uncritical acceptance by the people at the grassroots, not only did they
play significant roles in shaping the attitudes of the ordinary Muslims, they
also provided the required link between the upper classes and poorer
peasantry. In the growth and consolidation of a Muslim communal identity
especially in the 1940s,106 the first victim was certainly the syncretistic tra-
dition in Bengal, so assiduously nurtured in the nineteenth century, to
evolve an alternative Bengali identity, as Asim Roy so brilliantly
demonstrated.107

Despite the absence of coherent political ideology and differences,
internal to the Muslims as a community, in 1946 the Bengal Muslims voted
for the Muslim League and hence for the creation of Pakistan almost
unanimously. The League secured by far the largest percentage of Muslim
votes in Bengal, as compared to the other provinces.108 If the results of the
1946 elections alone are taken as the basis, Jinnah appears, comments
Jalal, to have ‘gone some way towards vindicating his claim to be the
spokesman of the Indian Muslim’.109 The Pakistan demand, despite being
vague and imprecise, had brought the Muslims together under the League
banner.110 The idea as projected, informs Tazeen Murshid, allowed people
to conjure up whatever meanings or attributes took their fancy. It offered
the hope of a separate state for the Muslims to realise more fully their dis-
tinct religious and cultural identity. For the bulk of the Muslim peasantry,
Pakistan ‘became the dream of a promised land, a utopia, or a return to
the age of Khulafa-i-Rashidin. It had a millennial appeal which, for a
while, covered up the deep divisions within the Muslim community’.111
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Varying interests had been brought together under a single banner in the
process of political mobilisation in which the differences with the Hindus
‘other’ invariably figured. Similarly, among the educated Muslims, the
Hindu ‘other’ acted as a cementing factor in garnering support for Pak-
istan. For instance, Abul Mansur Ahmad, a former Congress member, saw
in Pakistan ‘an appropriate arrangement to pursue a distinct way of life in
opposition to Hindu chauvinism’. He refused to acknowledge the works of
Rabindranath Tagore, Vidyasagar and Bankimchandra as representing
Bengali culture because they, in their literary creations, neither depicted
the Bengali Muslim life nor accorded respect to their language by simply
ignoring Mussalmani Bangla in disdain.112

The scene was similar in Uttar Pradesh, Sind, Punjab, the Central
Provinces and Berar, Bombay and Madras.113 The most glaring description
of the growing popularity of the demand for Pakistan as being the only
way of ensuring the Muslim well-being is certainly the one provided by
R. W. Sorensen, who reminisced:

Therefore Moslem Leaguers are in earnest when they believe that
Pakistan is the inviolable prelude to their communal well-being
and prosperity. They may or may not be deluded in this, other ele-
ments may adulterate their zeal, but in the emotional fervour of
the two thousand or so students who greeted us with green flags
chanting Pakistan in unison at Lahore; in the frenzied cries that
met Jinnah when he spoke to thousands in the same town when
we were there; in the long elaborate exposition I heard at a
Moslem tea gathering at Allahabad; in the somewhat confused
utterances of three opulent and corpulent Moslem spokesmen at
Peshwar; in the presence of those who pursued me at the last
Indian gathering; and in score of other instances, I perceived that
Pakistan had caught on with large number of Moslems and had
become an intense political–religious faith.114

Out of the discussion, two basic points have emerged which are useful in
grappling with the gradual acceptance of Pakistan by both the Hindus and
Muslims in the tumultuous phase of India’s struggle for independence.
First, the success of the Pakistan demand was due to a large extent to the
consolidation of Muslims as a community in opposition to the Hindu
other.115 Similarly, Hindus in Bengal emerged as a counterweight as the
zeal to protect their communal interests drew heavily upon the con-
structed Muslim other.116 There are examples where Hindus and Muslims
devised arrangements for united platforms against the British that
appeared ephemeral due to internal weaknesses in elite-based solutions.117

Secondly, what decisively shaped the future of South Asia was largely the
well-publicised Hindu–Muslim schism, which acquired a completely
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different meaning in the context of colonialism. By assiduously following a
strategy to permanently isolate the principal communities from one
another, the British consolidated the chasm for its own imperial design.

What does this book propose to do? Given the vast scope of the
subject, far being a complete account of the event and its outcome, the
book is merely an attempt to understand partition in terms of the complex
unfolding of socio-economic and political processes in the context of a
declining colonial order. The questions that need to be asked are, why and
how did the two nation theory gain salience in the 1940s, and why and how
did the Hindus and Muslims emerge as competing and jostling blocs in the
aftermath of the introduction of the 1932 Communal Award, glossing over
clear internal division in socio-economic terms? So, in the formation of
‘separate’ blocs, the role of the colonial government was decisive, and the
growing separation between the principal communities was but ‘an emerg-
ing pattern of pragmatic engagement with the prevalent social, political
and economic processes’.118 The exercise is therefore a matter-of-fact
narration of those forces that promote or impede this process in an imper-
ial context that had undergone changes following ‘the determination [of
the British government] to warp the Indian question towards electoral
politics’119 once the separate electorate was constitutionally conceded to
the Muslims.

The book draws upon Bengal and Assam, where new boundaries were
demarcated in the wake of the 1947 transfer of power. Literature on
Assam is scanty, and hence the present exercise is unique in laying a foun-
dation for further work on the subject. Bengal continues to remain as
important an area of research as it was before. Hence, it would not be
appropriate to comment on the major trends in contemporary scholarship
on Bengal partition. The basic question that appears to have influenced
the search is centred on the processes that manifested in the construction
of distinctly separate, if not ‘antagonistic’, communities during the period
preceding the Great Divide. While dwelling on communal riots in Bengal
in the twentieth century,120 Suranjan Das draws out the changing complex-
ion of Hindu–Muslim antagonism. Whereas in the earlier period riots in
Bengal were relatively unorganised, less connected with institutional poli-
tics, and had a strong class orientation, the latter communal outbreaks
were characterised by two distinct features: (1) a merger of class and com-
munal identities and (2) a convergence of elite and popular communalism.
The outcome was a clear horizontal polarisation of virtually the entire
population into two competing blocs with support from the respective
political elites. Given the emphasis, Das seems to be interested more in
the description of specific riots and less in the processes that unfolded dif-
ferently in different periods of Bengal’s history. The story, far from being
complete, is indicative of the political trends that loomed large as partition
emerged as the best possible solution under those circumstances. Tazeen
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Murshid provides a rather sophisticated version of this thesis by under-
lining the importance of the growing complexity of the socio-economic
and political processes in Bengal in the construction of ‘an apparently
exclusionist’ Muslim identity in which Islam was but one, if an important,
factor. While explaining the rising incidence of communalism, she argues
that ‘the growing self-assertion of Bengal Muslims, the increasing popular-
ity of the Pakistan idea and the accompanying communal conflict led to
the association of religiousity and communalism’.121 Couching her argu-
ments in the black and white binary opposition between secularism and
communalism, Murshid seems to have outlined the process of community
formation in a rather unproblematic manner. As a result, her intervention
in the debate is reduced to an affirmation, if not confirmation, of who
became more communal in what was a struggle against colonialism for
freedom. This is most explicit in her attempt to exonerate Suhrawardy of
his responsibility in effecting the famous 1946 Calcutta killings.122

In her endeavour to grapple with the transformation of the Bengali
bhadralok from being nationalist to communal, Joya Chatterjee provides
an interesting twist to the entire literature on partition. With the introduc-
tion of the principle of majority following the implementation of the 1932
Communal Award, the Bengali bhadralok lost their hegemony in provin-
cial politics. According to Chatterjee, Hindu communal identity was con-
structed in Bengal from the 1930s onwards, initially as an alliance of the
educated and the well-to-do landed and professional classes with the lower
middle class, but increasingly to mobilise the sanskritising aspirations of
low caste groups and having as its main political objective the refusal to
accept the rule of the Muslim majority.123 She argues, ‘the communalism of
the bhadralok was directed against the fellow Bengalis. . . . It was the cele-
bration of British rule as an age of liberation from the despotism of
Muslims. Its key political objective was to prevent this “despotism” from
returning when the British left India, and to deny that Muslims could be
Bengalis, and by extension Indians’.124 There is denying that Hindu com-
munalism became a force in the 1930s and 1940s in Bengal. What is not
true is that ‘the organized Hindu opinion became less anti-British’.125

Indeed, the allegation that the British bureaucracy in connivance with the
League government was promoting only the Muslim interests further con-
solidated the anti-British feelings of the Hindus. In her zeal to attribute
partition only to communal Hindu bhadralok, Joya Chatterjee actually
misses, perhaps to corroborate the early Cambridge cynicism, the equally
important role of Muslim communalism. In other words, in what finally
became partition, the role of the Muslim communal forces was nonethe-
less significant in creating an atmosphere where the division of Bengal
along religious lines emerged as the best possible solution.

The thesis, trapped within the old binary opposition between secular
nationalism and religious communalism, fails to make any distinction
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between religious sensibility and religious bigotry. Hence it would be diffi-
cult to ‘disentangle the many different roots of [partition], running along
different levels of determination and with very different temporalities’.126

It is empirically inadequate and theoretically misleading to assume that
since Hindu–Muslim fraternity broke down in the 1920s (as manifested in
frequent riots) and the Congress took a narrowly defined position for pro-
tecting the Hindu rentier interests, there was ‘a transformation in the long
duration of ideological construction from “nationalism” to “communal-
ism”. This is not to deny the growing importance of communalism in
provincial political configurations. What is obvious is that anti-colonial
nationalism of Hindus and Muslims alike had always been influenced by
their religiously informed cultural identities, embroidered with an array of
religious symbols and empowered by religion as faith’.127

The question that needs to be asked is, how did the communally argued
two nation theory strike roots in Bengal, which was a glaring example of
co-existence in the everyday life of Muslim peasants of numerous Islamic
and non-Islamic practices, and of periodic attempts to ‘purify’ Islam’.128

The story of this metamorphosis must be pieced together among political
strategies adopted for much shorter duration in institutional arenas that
involve only a small number of people. What is crucial in narrating this
story is to focus on the imperial design and the ‘nationalist’ response. The
nature of response varied. For instance, the opposition to the 1932 Com-
munal Award was largely confined to Calcutta and its vicinity, and it was
mainly the upper caste bhadralok who spearheaded the campaign. There
was not a very strong counter Muslim response, apart from presenting
written memorandum supporting the British initiative. The political scene
was radically transformed following the assumption of power by the
Muslim League and its partners from 1937 onwards. By the 1940s, the
challenge to Muslim authority had been crystallised and was expressed
unambiguously both within the legislature and outside. This is not,
however, to suggest that partition was the result of elite manipulation.
Instead, there exists a huge body of evidence indicating large-scale mass
participation in partition-related movement.129 Simply to gloss over this
dimension and attribute partition to ‘a large number of telegrams received
by the All India Congress Committee from Bengal’130 is not only inaccu-
rate but is also a clear distortion of the historiography of partition. What is
therefore relevant is to piece together the stories scattered around various
levels of political activity, including the level of high politics, to draw out
the significance of the socio-political processes that finally culminated in
partition. However, it is important to be careful not to lose the importance
of the way in which Muslim majoritarian politics unfolded in Bengal. The
strategy that C. R. Das adopted to bring together local Muslim leadership
seemed to have been shelved, and there was hardly ‘any serious hege-
monic attempt to mobilize the consent of the Hindu minority for Muslim
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leadership over Bengali society’.131 The attempts that were made were
foiled by the Hindu or Muslim High Commands or by the British. For
instance, the desire of the Bengal Congress to form a coalition with the
Krishak Praja Party in the aftermath of the 1937 elections was thwarted by
the ‘obstructive’ attitude of the All India Congress Committee, and later
by the well-devised British policy against any inter-communal political
alliance to prevent Congress from coming to power. On the Muslim side,
the gradual decline of Fazlul Haq as an effective mass leader drawing
upon cross-communal alliances was certainly a significant development in
Bengal politics in which ‘the religiously-informed Muslim communal
identity’ figured prominently in political mobilisation. It was therefore
relatively easier for Suhrawardy and Abul Hashim to ‘promote their own
version of mass contact campaign, based on a particular Islamic
populism’.132 Their campaign resulted not only in expanding the con-
stituency of League; it also ‘enabled the League to put its mantle over the
krishak133 movement for which Haq had once been the charismatic
spokesman’.

How can the gradual but steady rise of Islamic populism be explained,
especially in the context well-entrenched syncretistic tradition in Bengal?
According to Asim Roy, who wrote extensively on the Islamic syncretistic
tradition in Bengal, by the early 1920s ‘a growing Islamic consciousness
steadily challenged aspects of syncretistic tradition as reflected most
clearly in the progressive decline, both in quantity and quality, of the rich
and time-honoured syncretistic literary output’. A new variety of ‘Islamic
punthi, using rather contrived concoctions of Urdu–Bengali dictions’, pro-
liferated.134 The contribution of mullahs and pirs was nonetheless crucial in
the entire process. While the former catered to ‘the religious, ritualistic
and liturgical needs of the believers, the latter provided for more spiritual,
esoteric, mystical and emotional needs’. In view of their role, ‘the rural
Muslims were forced . . . out of their fragmented social life to become
increasingly interactive with other Muslim groups and localities’. The
emphasis on sharpening the Islamic consciousness helped to achieve two
objectives – social integration of the Muslim community, and greater
differentiation of Muslims from non-Muslims. These developments had
‘the effect of leavening the ground for the subsequent penetration of
urban religious and political influences into the rural areas, successfully
trying to impose a broad frame of religious unity on the community for the
ultimate objective of its political mobilization’.135 In the growth of Bengali
Muslims as an exclusive political community, it is important not to miss
the immensely significant role the British government had in selectively
distributing economic and political favours and patronage to sustain, if not
strengthen, its rule. There is a point when Peter Van der Veer argues that
‘religious identities [though] produced in religious configurations are
related more to other more comprehensive configurations, such as state’.136
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Under these circumstances, the peasant–populist consolidation in Bengal,
with its powerful use of Islam ‘as a religion of agrarian solidarity and
justice’,137 virtually became an instrument in a communal campaign for
Pakistan at the cost of other religious minorities.

The Great Divide was both an event and a process. What happened on
15 August 1947 through a formal transfer of power was also an outcome of
processes that had roots in the complex unfolding of South Asian history
since the introduction of the British rule. These were processes in which
the roles of the individuals and communities were structured around colo-
nialism, which had its own dynamics linked with the hegemonic British
Empire. Thus the 1947 transfer of power is not merely a division of the
subcontinent of India; it is probably a unique description of the growth
and consolidation of Hindus and Muslims as communities with different
political goals. Striving to link different levels of political articulation in
the context of British rule, the study seeks to map out the processes that
finally led to the vivisection following the devolution of power to the two
independent nations.138

Bengal and Assam were divided following the announcement of Louis
Mountbatten on 3 June, though the principle that determined the divisions
was different. While Bengal was partitioned following largely the demo-
graphic composition of the areas – namely, the Muslim-majority areas
constituted the new province of Pakistan while the Hindu-majority dis-
tricts formed west Bengal – Assam was separated as a result of a referen-
dum in which Hindus and Muslims participated to create a new nation.

By dwelling on Bengal and Assam, this study has sought to capture the
processes of fission and fusion that seem to have worked in the formation
of the Hindus and Muslim as communities. This is a story of fission,
because members of both communities were united as separate entities
during the campaign for partition. What brought them together irrespec-
tive of the obvious socio-economic schism among themselves was perhaps
a well-nurtured feeling of hatred and intolerance for those outside the
communal boundary. Thus the fissure between the Hindus and Muslims
appeared, at least during the period preceding partition, to be permanent
and real. This is also a story of fusion since Hindus and Muslims rose as
distinct communities bypassing the well-entrenched class differences seg-
regating one group of people within the same community from another.
Thus despite being divided internally, Hindus and Muslims emerged as
competing blocs highlighting their exclusive identity, fed by intolerance for
those belonging to the ‘other’ community.

The period from 1932 to 1947 is extremely important for two reasons.
First, during these fifteen years Muslims became stronger in the institu-
tional arena of politics, particularly in Bengal largely due to their demo-
graphic preponderance. In the consolidation of political interests along
communal lines, the role of the imperial ruler was also decisive. By
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recognising Muslims as a separate group it divided them from the rest, and
by granting them separate electorates it institutionalised that division. Sec-
ondly, the rise of Muslims as a strong contender for power in the final
phase of the transfer of power dramatically altered the political arithmetic
in both Assam and Bengal. By effectively mobilising Muslims in Assam
since the introduction of ‘the Line system’, indigenous Muslim leadership,
particularly Mollahs and Ulemas, made the task of the League easier
because its organisation was not as well-entrenched as in Bengal, especially
after 1943. The League’s success in the referendum owed largely to
Maulana Bhasani, the self-styled religious leader who swayed the Muslims
in Sylhet in favour of Pakistan presumably because of his overwhelming
popularity among them. While the League was in favour of division in
Assam, in Bengal its opposition to partition provoked mass movements,
spearheaded by the Hindu Mahasbaha with tacit Congress support,
demanding integration with India to escape Muslim atrocities. By dealing
separately with Bengal and Sylhet of Assam, this study seeks to lay out the
processes that finally led to the rise of two independent dominions follow-
ing the Great Divide. The Hindu–Muslim chasm was not merely political,
as is generally assumed; it also had roots in the colonial socio-economic and
cultural milieu. Underlining the distinctive socio-economic and cultural
characteristics of Bengal, it is argued in Chapter 1 that differences between
the two communities in the public sphere had their roots in the quotidian
life of Hindus and Muslims at the grassroots, apart from the obvious feel-
ings of hatred of the Muslim peasants against the Hindu landlords.

Already divided, Hindus and Muslims were further alienated by the
introduction of MacDonald’s Communal Award in 1932, which radically
altered the balance of power in favour of the Muslims in Bengal by
constitutionally endorsing the demographic strength as a source of power.
The Hindu representation was further slashed by Gandhi’s insistence
on sharing seats with the Scheduled Castes. As a result of the
Gandhi–Ambedkar Poona Pact and the Communal Award, Bengal faced a
situation in which, as shown in Chapter 2, Hindus permanently lost their
significant presence in the legislative arena. Chapter 3 is a further elabora-
tion of the processes that began unfolding with the 1932 Award. By selec-
tively analysing those legislative acts that exacerbated communal tension,
this chapter shows that the Muslim ministry adopted these discriminatory
laws to accrue benefits to the hitherto underprivileged Muslims. In a com-
munally charged environment, these laws, despite being humanitarian,
further aggravated the Hindu–Muslim rivalry which had its worse form in
the 1946 Calcutta riot, followed by the Noakhali carnage. It has been
shown that these communal outbreaks in quick succession left no option
for the Hindus in east Bengal but to press for partition due largely to the
communalisation of Muslims in the wake of these riots. Chapter 4 consti-
tutes another significant milestone in the Great Divide. Even after the

I N T R O D U C T I O N

25



announcement of the 3 June plan, some of the prominent Congressmen
sought to save the division of the province in collaboration with the
provincial Muslim League leadership. For the League, it was a ploy to
avoid bifurcation of the province in the interest possibly of a greater Pak-
istan. Though the campaign had the potential it did not take off, presum-
ably because of the hidden agenda of the League which gradually became
clear. Chapter 5, which focuses on the Radcliffe Commission, examines
the arguments and counter-arguments of the Muslim and Hindu represen-
tatives defending their scheme of partition. As there was hardly any un-
animity among the Indian representatives, the Cyril Radcliffe-authored
imperial design of the future provinces ultimately prevailed.

Chapter 6 deals with the Sylhet Referendum. Sylhet in Assam was the
only district where Muslims constituted a majority, largely due to migra-
tion of Bengali Muslims to Assam for jobs in the tea gardens and cul-
tivable char land. This radically transformed Sylhet’s political economy.
Not only did the Muslims gradually become the majority; they also
emerged as a significant partner in provincial politics. As the chapter
demonstrates, the Muslim’s leadership of the provincial Congress was sub-
stantially marginalised by the overwhelming presence of the Bengali
Muslim leaders, who became the natural choice for the Bengali Muslims.
The Muslims in Sylhet were mobilised with the decision to follow strictly
‘the Line system’ in 1946. What brought the Muslims together was the
obvious apprehension of losing their livelihood if they were forcibly
evicted from the district. Apart from this survival instinct, what cemented
the bond among the affected Muslims, like their counterparts in Bengal,
was Islam, which united them irrespective of class, clan and creed. Thus
religion created not only a sense of community but also a national bond
among the Muslims that was translated in votes during the referendum.
The relatively unknown story of Sylhet therefore provides a sub-text to
the Great Divide, which tends to be defined mostly in terms of the parti-
tion of Bengal and Punjab.

The final chapter is an attempt to recreate the story of partition from
literary inputs. Seeking to capture the history of a fragmented and
wounded society, this chapter is an entry point to grapple with the diverse
‘voices’ of the people who confronted a situation which was just thrashed
upon them. What is glaringly clear is that the story of partition cannot be
conceptualised in a straitjacket formula, couched in the binary opposition
between religious communalism and secular nationalism, as is generally
done. The stories – whether from Bengal or Punjab – clearly suggest that
the day-to-day interaction between Hindus and Muslims at the ordinary
and local levels was so interwoven as to have formed well-entrenched cul-
tural notes and practices. In other words, though located in completely dif-
ferent geographical areas, the creative writings on partition provide the
resources to construct the story of the final days of the British withdrawal
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and its impact on communal relations in conjunction with activities at the
level of ‘high’ politics involving the three major actors – the Congress, the
Muslim League and the British.

The principal argument the book seeks to articulate is concerned with
the complexity of events and processes that eventually culminated in the
vivisection of the sub-continent of India in 1947. Rather than explaining
partition in terms of the old and simplistic binary opposition between
secular nationalism and religious communalism, the aim of the book is
underline the importance of the political processes that projected the
Muslim League as a true representative of the Muslims in Bengal and
Assam, and Jinnah as their sole spokesman. An assessment of this conun-
drum in the context of a declining empire will hopefully shed light on why
and how different forms, identities and consciousness were articulated into
a powerful campaign for a separate Muslim state in these two British
Indian provinces just on the eve of the so-called ‘surgical operation’.
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1

THE HINDU–MUSLIM
DIFFERENCES

The socio-economic and cultural dimensions

The nature of agrarian relations and their impact on political development
in the pre-1947 Bengal had a decisive influence on the complexion and
articulation of institutional politics. The Hindu–Muslim differences in both
socio-political and cultural terms laid the foundation of communal polit-
ical groups. Capitalising on the disproportionate economic development
between the two communities, the Muslim political forces strengthened
their claims for a separate state. Among the Hindus, the rise of the lower
castes and their challenge to the domination of the upper castes also had a
noticeable impact on provincial political arithmetic. The aim of this
chapter is to elucidate this socio-economic background, since this was both
the source and context of political articulation in Bengal. Ecological and
demographic influences brought about variations in the political economy
of the province. By concentrating on these influences, an attempt will be
made to show how they caused differential development in the rapidly
changing economy of pre-partition Bengal.

The political economy of Hindu–Muslim relations

Bengal’s socio-economic configurations provided a crucial structural con-
dition in which the Hindu–Muslim relations were articulated. The fact that
the peasantry in east Bengal was predominantly Muslim and landlords
largely Hindu remained important in organising one community against
another. In view of a well-defined borderline between the two communit-
ies, the clash of economic interests between the Muslim peasantry and
their oppressors, the high caste landlords and moneylenders with whom
the entire Hindu community came to be identified in the Muslim mind,
seemed to be inevitable. In other words, ‘[a]lthough the conflicts were
basically economic, the prevailing ideological atmosphere of grievance of
the Muslim peasantry soon acquired a communal colour’.1 The Muslim
vested interests who had grievances against the Hindu landlords and
moneylenders undertook a well-planned campaign to draw mileage out of
this. The combination of religious appeal with economic interests created

36



‘a politically volatile situation highly susceptible to communalist propa-
ganda’.2 Those who organised the Muslim peasantry under these peculiar
circumstances continued to emphasise this dimension, underplaying, if not
ignoring, the exploitative role of the Muslim landlords. According to the
available evidence, the rent-receiving classes expanded rapidly between
1921 and 1931 (see Table 1.1). The religious composition of these rent-
receiving classes, however, in Table 1.2, challenges the established hypoth-
esis that communalism owed its growth predominantly (if not exclusively)
to a disproportionate economic development between the two communit-
ies. In view of a specific pattern of crowd behaviour in the communal riots
– some were agrarian conflicts – it is easy to discern the role of communal-
ism in uniting one community against another.

Table 1.2 clearly demonstrates that in these Muslim-majority divisions,
the number of Muslim rent-receivers was no less significant than anywhere
else in Bengal. The fact that the Muslim anti-zamindari movement in these
areas was directed predominantly against the Hindu zamindars and taluk-
dars confirms the role of communalism in consolidating one community
against another.

The situation deteriorated especially after the Great Depression of the
1930s, which brought a decisive change in the balance of class power in
rural Bengal. As the recent work of Sugata Bose has shown, the rupture
in the system of rural credit relations deprived Hindu talukdars and
traders of their dominance. With their reluctance to provide credit to the
peasants as mahajans (money lenders and lenders of food grain during
the lean period), they lost social credibility in the Muslim-dominated small
peasant economy of east Bengal in particular. As Bose argues, the rentier
and trading classes ‘ceased to perform any useful function. Once a political
challenge came within the realm of possibility, the strength of a religious
identity was exploited in a readily available and, for the privileged 
co-religionist, a safe ideology’.3 So at a critical juncture of Bengal’s history,
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Table 1.1 Categories of agricultural workers as a percentage of the total agricul-
tural workforce in British Bengal, 1911–31

1911 1921 1931

Rent-receivers 4.13 4.02 7.90
Owner-cultivators 85.76 83.74 52.63
Tenants — — 8.81
Agricultural labourers 10.10 12.23 30.76*

Source: Mukherji 1982: 231.

Note
*At the all-India level, the increase in agricultural labourers was massive. According to a
study by Karunamoy Mukherjee, between 1882 and 1931, the increase was from 7.5 to 33
million – an increase of 78.78 per cent (Mukherjee 1957: 114).



religious–communal identity did impart a sense of collectivity and an ideo-
logical legitimation once the balance of class power had undergone a deci-
sive shift. Since they no longer played any useful role, they were
considered parasites and hence, Bose has argued, Muslims were easily
convinced of their exploitative role. The control of the state machinery by
the KPP–Muslim League alliance after the 1937 elections changed ‘organ-
ised politics’ significantly. Once the political division at the institutional
level of politics came to correspond to a religious cleavage, and religion in
the countryside came to provide an ideology uniting Muslims with differ-
ent political commitments under the same banner, the communal schism
was unbridgeable.4

The discussion pursued so far has drawn attention to a gradual deterio-
ration in the income of the Bengali agrarian population. Until 1929,
Bengal agriculture accommodated rapidly growing demographic pressure
without any substantial change in its structure. This was due to the exten-
sion of the cultivated area,5 and the growth of high-value cash crops like
rice and jute. It has been well demonstrated in various works on the
Bengal agrarian economy how jute strengthened ‘the small peasant
economy’ and how the sudden decline of price as a result of the Depres-
sion affected it adversely. According to B. B. Chaudhuri, by the turn of the
twentieth century there was very little cultivable land in Bengal that was
not fully employed.6 It has also been shown how developments within the
Bengal agrarian economy contributed to the rise of a rentier class, the
basic root of which lay perhaps in the size of the gap between the fixed
rent payable to the government and the total rent extracted from the
actual tiller. According to a 1918–19 estimate, ‘proprietors and tenure-
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Table 1.2 Percentage of total population and rent-receivers in majority Muslim
divisions, 1911

Districts Muslims Muslims Hindus Upper caste Others
(percentage (percentage (percentage Hindus1 (percentage
of total of rent- of total (percentage of rent-
population) receivers) population) of rent- receivers)

receivers)

Rajshahi 60.93 37.22 35.53 20.04 42.742

Dhaka 68.55 33.44 30.80 38.50 28.06
Chittagong 71.37 49.13 24.73 30.74 20.13

Sources: The Census of India, 1911, Vol. V, Part II, p. 299, Appendix to Table XVI (Part II):
distribution of actual workers in certain groups (by caste for Hindus, by race for Christians
and by religion for members of other religions). Also, Chatterjee, 1982: 11.

Notes
1 Upper caste Hindus are Brahman, Baidya and Kayastha.
2 In the Rajshahi division, Rajbangshi constituted 8.34 per cent of the total rent-receivers.



holders intercepted as much as 76.7 percentage of the gross rent of Rs.
12.85 Crores, only Rs. 2.99 Crores being collected as land revenue’.7

The gap between rent and revenue along with income from other
sources, like trade and commerce or incomes from professional activity,
constituted the financial basis of the madhyabitta sreni (middle class) as
they were identified in the contemporary literature.8 Since there was no
grave dislocation within the agrarian economy until the Great Depression,
this class continued to thrive, but their income from rent began decreasing
from the mid-nineteenth century with the proliferation of estates and
tenures. With the exception of two districts in north Bengal, by the end of
the nineteenth century the zamindari property became increasingly char-
acterised by extensive fragmentation due to inheritance customs. The posi-
tion was particularly bad in west and central Bengal because the limit to
the natural expansion of land had virtually been reached by the second
half of the nineteenth century. The situation in east Bengal was not as
gloomy as it was elsewhere because land was more fertile and the process
of natural expansion of land continued almost until 1932 (see Table 1.3).

Moreover, the fact that jute was a high-value crop for the world market
and grown in east Bengal, enabled the peasants to meet the rent demands
of an expanding class of rentiers. However, there was a limit as well. Since
the demand for jute in the world market was a determining factor, the
peasants themselves could not expand jute cultivation. The demand for
jute in the international market increased by 35 percent between 1922 and
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Table 1.3 Changes in cultivated areas in the moribund and active delta regions (in
acres)

West Bengal Normal cultivated Cultivated area, Percentage increase 
area at the end of 1931–32 or decrease
the nineteenth 
century

Burdwan 1248300 0742100 �40.6
Nadia 0990400 0913200 �7.8
Murshidabad 1106600 0946500 �14.5
Jessore 1303600 0887300 �31.9
Hooghly 0541400 0293900 �45.7
East Bengal
Dhaka 1086169 1709000 �57.3
Bakerganj 1660000 2015000 �21.4
Mymensingh 3076800 3674500 �19.4
Faridpur 1295800 1470300 �13.5
Tippera 1315900 1472800 �11.9
Noakhali 0169087 0192600 �6.4 [sic]

Source: Evidence of the British India Association in the Bengal Land Revenue Commission,
The Report of the Land Revenue Commission, 1940, Vol. III: 284.



1929,9 but the Depression affected its market adversely. Thus with the
sudden decline of its demand in the world market during the depression,
the fragility of ‘the small peasant production’ was exposed in east Bengal.
Everybody associated with land was hard-hit. As Table 1.4 shows, between
1928–29 and 1940–41, the fall in the collection of rent was alarming in the
major jute-growing districts.

It is evident that rental incomes declined drastically between 1929 and
1941. The rent-receiving classes and small landlords adopted ‘the certifi-
cate procedure’ to realise the arrears of rent but, given peasants’ inability
to pay because there was little/less money for jute, the certificate pro-
cedure never became effective. Even the old device of ‘selling the default-
ers’ holdings’10 did not work because there was little money available for
the purchase. The situation took an alarming turn in view of the growing
‘no rent mentality’ of the late 1930s in the jute-growing areas of east
Bengal which, according to the Dhaka Divisional Commissioner, posed ‘a
serious threat to the zamindari system itself’.11

The Great Slump brought about drastic changes in the Bengal political
economy. As a result of a sudden decrease of income from land, the
moneyed class (with whatever money they had), in large numbers, started
investing in houses in cities, in shares and in other securities rather than in
land.12 The sudden fall in the demand for jute in the world market
adversely affected the jute-cultivators; in the absence of an alternative
source of livelihood, their economic conditions were more precarious than
ever. Thus the Congress was identified as ‘anti-peasant’13 because of its
opposition to the 1928 Bengal Tenancy (Amendment) Act, which bene-
fited at least a section of the agricultural population by proposing to with-
draw the right of pre-emption for the zamindars and the transfer fee
payable to the zamindars.14 Not only did it strengthen anti-Congress pro-
paganda in rural Bengal; it also consolidated the position of those Muslims
opposed to the Congress under the Nikhil Banga Praja Samiti, which
became in 1936 the Krishak Praja Party.15 Since its inception, the Praja
Samiti had strengthened its support base by organising the rural masses on
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Table 1.4 Collection of rents in some east Bengal districts, 1928–41 (shown as per-
centages)

Dhaka Mymensingh Rangpur Dinajpur Tippera

1928–29 54.09 40.82 29.75 62.94 56.44
1940–41 26.91 15.90 15.76 29.17 30.19

Source: Chaudhuri 1984: 7.

Note
Figures for 1940–41 were not truly representative of the changes in the post-Depression
period because of the war crisis.



agrarian issues. It had a remarkable success in east Bengal, where Con-
gress always backed zamindars against the prajas.16 Although the Praja
movement strove to reach beyond the landlords by championing the inter-
mediary landed interests, it was equally opposed to the idea of extending
occupancy rights to the bargadars.17 Despite the limitation of the Praja
movement, it was nonetheless radical because (1) it challenged the
foundations of the age-old zamindari domination; (2) it provided the relat-
ively under-privileged agricultural classes with an opportunity to organise
themselves for an effective resistance to the landed gentry; and (3) as a
result not only did it raise popular consciousness, but it also initiated a
novel process of mass mobilisation on socio-economic and cultural
grounds.

The quotidian life of Hindus and Muslims in Bengal

The schism between Hindus and Muslims was articulated not only in the
public sphere but also in the social and cultural transactions in people’s
quotidian life that divided the Hindus and Muslims more effectively than
resolutions of the League, speeches in the Congress sessions or political
pacts.18 ‘Socially’, as Tamijuddin remarks, ‘Muslims were in most respects
untouchables to the Hindus . . . and if therefore a Muslim somehow hap-
pened to enter the cook-shed of a Hindu, even if he did not touch food or
utensils, all cooked food stored in the house along with the earthen pots
were considered polluted and thrown away’.19 In addition to this, the per-
ception that because the landlords were Hindus they exploited the Muslim
tenants20 exacerbated the situation, given the composition of zamindars and
cultivators in east Bengal. Moreover, the humiliating treatment of Muslim
tenants by Hindu landlords did not escape notice. As Tamijuddin narrated:

Muslim tenants, most of whom were cultivators, while visiting the
landlords’ office were to squat on the gunny clothes spread on the
floor or planks or on piris [low stools not higher than an inch or
two] placed on their floor, while Hindu peasants of similar status
were allowed to sit on the raised farash [knee-high platform
covered with shatranj or sheets] on which the officers of the land-
lords used to be seated. Muslims, not allowed to smoke from the
same hookas [smoking pipe] as the Hindus, were to smoke from
the inferior hookas meant for them or from the chhilims [cone-
shaped earthen containers of tobacco prepared from smoking
placed on the perpendicular cylinder of a hooka] with the help of
their fingers and folded palms.21

The socio-economic segregation of the two communities was so pro-
nounced that they felt that they were ‘two distinct communities in spite of

H I N D U – M U S L I M  D I F F E R E N C E S

41



fraternization in certain fields of activity’.22 An anecdote recounted in the
reminiscences of Mrinal Sen, the famous film maker, also confirms that
even the educated middle class families in east Bengal were not free from
prejudice against Muslims. A regular member of the house, Jasimuddin,
the noted Bengali poet, was, as Sen informs us, never integrated with the
family as a Hindu would have been. The poet perhaps realised this and
one day Jasimuddin, as Sen further mentions, ‘said to my mother, Mother,
if it is true that I am one of your sons, why do you feed me seating me
outside? Why is it that you never let me sit with your sons to eat from the
same plate’?23 This is one side of the story showing perhaps the dilemma
of an otherwise enlightened Bengal family in completely breaking the age-
old socio-cultural barrier. What is revealing is the response of Sen’s
mother, who found herself in difficulty:

What Jasim said was not untrue after all. But mother was helpless.
She explained to him that she had no objection to having him sit
inside while feeding but the servants of the household would not
accept this arrangement. She also mentions that it is she who
washes up the plates, used by Jasimuddin’.24

Sen’s illustration confirms the cultural segregation of Hindus and Muslims
even in Faridpur, which was relatively free from communal troubles
during the pre-partition days, and also the dilemma of these families,
otherwise free from anti-Muslim prejudices, that had simultaneously
accepted and transgressed the communal differences. Not willing to
attribute the Hindu–Muslim discord to British rule, Nirad Chaudhuri thus
argued that it was implicit in ‘the very unfolding of our history and could
hardly be avoided’. According to him, there were ‘four distinct aspects in
our attitude towards [the Muslims]’ as it was shaped by tradition.

In the first place, we felt a retrospective hostility toward the
Muslims for their one-time domination of us, the Hindus;
secondly, on the plane of thought we were utterly indifferent to
the Muslims as an element in contemporary society; thirdly, we
had friendliness for the Muslims of our own economic and social
status with whom we came into personal contact; our fourth
feeling was mixed concern and contempt for the Muslim peasant,
whom we saw in the same light as we saw our low-caste Hindu
tenants, or in other words, as our livestock.25

In the public arena too, the Muslims were often bypassed on very flimsy
grounds. For instance, what had caused massive consternation among the
Muslims was the Hindu refusal to accept the vocabulary commonly used
by them as part of the Bengali language. This was a phenomenon which
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persisted from the time of the Non Co-operation Movement until long
after the formation of the KPP–Muslim League coalition ministry in
Bengal. In 1938, the education department had refused ‘a school text
book, written by Abul Mansur Ahmad, [because] it contained no glossary
of words of foreign, meaning Arabic or Persian, origin’.26 With the adop-
tion of the 1932 Communal Award,27 the Muslims realized, as Abul
Mansur Ahmad, an erstwhile Congress member, noted, ‘where mere
number counts, they must necessarily be a power’.28 The Muslims began to
‘feel that their language, culture and religion would be swamped, [and]
they also had the natural fears of a minority and kept demanding safe-
guards so as to preserve their own way of life and combat their impotence
[sic]’.29 Given the polarisation between the Hindus and Muslims at the
grassroots, religion provided the basis of ‘a national bond . . . and became
the rallying cry of a political organisation demanding the creation of a
separate Muslim homeland’.30 The so-called two-nation theory was, as
Nirad Chaudhuri pointed out, ‘formulated long before Mr. Jinnah or the
Muslim League: in truth, it was not a theory at all; it was a fact of history
[which] everybody knew as early as the turn of the [twentieth] century’.31

The Mussalmani Bangla

In the construction and consolidation of Muslim identity as distinct from
the Hindus, the role of the Mussalmani Bangla was immensely important.
Although the doctrinal differences between the two principal communities
were wide and varied, historically these differences were not of such
importance as to divide them in blocs antagonistic to one another. In fact,
any unprejudiced consideration of historical Islam would suggest that ‘the
basic doctrinal principles had very little to do with the political confronta-
tion between the Muslims and the Hindus’.32 It was only through skilful
manipulation of certain religious symbols and constant ideological propa-
ganda that these differences were articulated and utilised in strengthening
the claim for a separate homeland for the Muslims. A well-designed
scheme in this direction was the Mussalmani Bangla, a curious hybrid
which made indiscriminate use of Arabic, Persian and Urdu words.

The story began in the late nineteenth century,33 but the most signific-
ant step was undoubtedly the formation of the Islam Mission Samity in
1904 at the behest of Maniruzzaman Islamabadi, a self-styled preacher of
repute seeking to undertake a programme of revivalism and reform in
Bengal.34 In its inaugural meeting, the Samity pledged to pursue the
following plan of action to popularise Islam among the Bengali Muslims
who were apparently ‘ignorant of their cultural roots’:35

(a) publication of booklets in simple Bengali on religion and to
arrange their free distribution; (b) publication of a magazine
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(Islam Darshan or Muslim Dharma) as a mouthpiece of the
mission for free distribution; (c) appointment of salaried mission-
aries, who would undertake preaching in different parts of Bengal;
(d) sending of preachers and missionaries to the remote corners of
Bengal where the rays of Islam had not penetrated; (e) translation
of religious book on Islam into Bengali; (f) establishment of con-
tacts with Anjumans and such other bodies in different part of
Bengal and (g) setting up of a national library for the benefit of
preachers, speakers and missionaries.36

The basic objective was two-fold: first, the fact that Islam was a cementing
force was recognised and its role in both constructing and consolidating a
powerful Muslim bloc was, therefore, immensely significant. Secondly, in
order to establish the Muslims as a pre-eminent political group in the
public arena, the Samity suggested specific programmes involving not only
the salaried missionaries but also those ‘interested in safeguarding the
interests of Muslims in Bengal’.37 It is true that the Samity never became
as effective as was anticipated, but it had certainly contributed to a process
that loomed large in the course of time. The Muslim intellectuals realised
the importance of creating a space for them not only for survival but also
for strengthening their claim for power and privileges in the new environ-
ment, created in the aftermath of political and institutional changes, intro-
duced by the colonial administration.

What was initiated by the Islam Mission Samity in 1904 blossomed fully
with the formation of Bangiya Mussalman Sahitya Samity in 1911 in Cal-
cutta, in which renowned Muslim intellectuals – Moniruzzaman Islam-
abadi, Mohammad Shahidullah, Mozammel Haq, Eyakub Ali and Hatem
Ali Khan – participated. Its principal aim was to bring about ‘a national
awakening of the Bengal Muslims through the creation of an exclusively
Muslim literature or national literature’, which was absolutely necessary
‘to develop the community as strongly as the Hindus’. Drawing on Islam,
the Samity also articulated its objectives in such a way as to consolidate
the Islamic identity in opposition to the Hindus. The major aims are, for
instance,

(a) translation into Bengali of the scriptures and works of history,
written in Arabic, Persian and Urdu; (b) preservation of old
Muslim Bengali literature; (c) collection and immediate publica-
tion of biographies of pirs and walis in different part of Bengal;
(d) writing of a national history of the Bengali Muslims underlin-
ing the importance of ancient Muslim aristocratic families of
Bengal; (e) circulation of monthlies, weeklies and other magazines
among Muslims and (f) encouraging the Bengali Muslim authors
to produce good books on the history of Islam.38
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It is now clear that an attempt was constantly made to culturally separate
the Bengali Muslims from their Hindu counterparts. These efforts are also
illustrative of the rise of the Muslim middle class in the public arena.
Despite its apparent popularity among the educated Muslims, the Samity’s
activities were primarily confined to holding annual conferences and draft-
ing resolutions until the arrival of Akram Khan39 on the scene. He was
already known for his campaign for the Mussalmani Bangla in the columns
of Ahl-e-Hadis. An erstwhile Congress member, Khan also opposed the
first partition – since it aimed ‘at weakening the emerging Bengali nation
[it] should be resisted’.40 Supporting the Mussalmani Bangla as viable,
Akram Khan, in his presidential address to the third conference of the
Bangiya Mussalman Sahitya Samity, declared,

Bengali has to be enriched with Arabic and Persian words . . . [I]n
the current style of written Bengali, the idolatry of the Hindus is
so apparent and the Mussalman loses his way in this. First we
need publication of our religious texts and our national history in
Bengali. Muslim nationalism is completely religious [and] to its
great peril the Muslims can forget that their national language is
Arabic. . . . Urdu is neither our mother tongue nor our national
tongue. However, for the protection and nourishment of Muslim
nationalism we need Urdu.41

Not only did Akram Khan lay down the foundation of the Mussalmani
Bangla; he also set the agenda for those involved in the development of
Bengali as a completely different language with roots only in Islamic tradi-
tion. Whilst justifying the inclusion of Arabic and Persian words, he was,
however, guarded in articulating his views on Urdu. Critical of the lan-
guages endorsing Hindu idolatry, he argued in favour of Urdu probably
because of its importance as a binding factor among the Muslims other
than the Bengali Muslims.

Taking cues from Akram Khan, S. Wajed Ali prepared a new set of
Bengali alphabets, heavily influenced by Urdu phonetics. While presenting
them in the 1924 annual conference of the Bangiya Mussalmand Sahitya
Samity, he justified the change ‘to facilitate proper pronunciation of
Islamic words in the vernacular’.42 According to him, the present form of
Bengali was not equipped to accommodate the Arabic and Persian words.
Hence not only were they often misspelt, but they also conveyed a differ-
ent meaning on occasions presumably due to the absence of the grammar
supporting Arabic and Persian. The recommended changes, he was confi-
dent, ‘will provide a new literary model by appropriately modifying the
philological foundation and phonetical style of the Bengali language’.43

Wajed Ali’s suggestion created dissent among the leading Muslim intellec-
tuals. Critical of the blind acceptance of Arabic and Persian language,
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Habibur Rahman of the Samity, for instance, argued that the Muslims
should familiarise themselves with the language of the Bengali Hindus,
although it should be ‘ornamented with judicious use of Islamic words’.44

Challenging Wajed Ali, he further pointed out that the haphazard and
unsystematic use of Arabic and Urdu words in the Bengali language, as
some over-enthusiasts had already indulged, would cause irreparable
damage to the Bengali language and its rich literature. He thus recom-
mended that in order to ‘gain parity with the Hindus in the literary field,
the Muslim writers should write in the accepted and familiar form [with a
constant endeavour to] introduce the Islamic spirit in the language’.45

Unlike Ali, he was even comfortable with the word Ishwar as a synonym
of Allah because they convey the same meaning while words like janma-
janmantar or mangolghat were simply unacceptable because of the inher-
ent Hindu religious sense.46 The views expressed by Habibur Rahman
were endorsed by a group of leading Muslim intellectuals.47 Admitting that
Islamisation of the language was a prerequisite for a cultural revival, they
did, however, recommend ‘a careful import of Islamic words into Bengali
[without] seriously affecting the existing shape of the language’.48

The trend was therefore for the inclusion of words endorsing the
Islamic spirit. The primary goal was to change the structure of the lan-
guage by introducing appropriate modifications in the style of writing.
Islamisation of Bengali was necessary because it was felt that the ‘Bengali
of the Muslims was weak than that of the Hindus . . . because the Bengali
language had not been adequately Islamised and the Bengali Muslims
were yet to become pucca Muslims’.49 This was conveyed in a memoran-
dum presented to the University of Calcutta. Appreciating the adoption of
Bengali as a medium of instruction in the Matriculation examination, it
was insisted that the university authority should ‘create an environment
for the development of [Mussalmani Bangla], the language of the majority
in Bengal’. In response to a Calcutta University notification50 underlining
the difficulty in supporting the language, which was not only adequately
developed but also divisive, the Samity appeared to have lost a cause. A
movement was therefore planned to force the university to adopt a policy
according official sanction to those Arabic and Persian words ‘which have
found place in Bengali language for proper and spontaneous expression of
different thought and culture and which will be absolutely necessary [for]
the vitality of Bengali language’.51 No movement was launched, and those
championing the Mussalmani Bangla appeared to have toned-down their
protest. Insisting that ‘in order to introduce Muslim thought and ideas and
also for creating an Islamic atmosphere in the realm of Bengali prose,
poetry and fiction’, Abul Mansur Ahmad, one of the leading member of
the group endorsing the demand, argued, ‘we are in favour of using Arabic
and Persian words’.52 Even the noted writers – like Rabindranath Tagore,
Satyendranath Dutta, Mohitlal Mojumdar and Nazrul Islam – borrowed
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Arabic and Persian words while expressing their thoughts. Thus the aim of
the Mussalmani Bangla was not to create a language of patchwork charac-
ter by indiscriminately borrowing words of foreign origin, [but] to
strengthen the language [by] carefully selecting those useful words which
are not simply replaceable.53

The campaign for the Mussalmani Bangla seemed to have gained con-
siderably probably because of the demand of another group of Muslim
writers in favour of developing ‘the Bengali national literature by drawing
upon the mediaeval Punthis’.54 For those seeking to defend the distinctive
identity of the Bengali Muslims, the Punthi literature of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries had laid the foundation of the national literature.
Articulated in the language of the subalterns, most of these tracts deal
with the heroic deeds of both real and fictitious Muslim characters in sup-
pressing the kafirs or the infidels, though there are romantic stories as well.
Not only are they Islamic thematically; the language of the Punthis is also
Islamic due to the abundance of Arabic and Persian words. A staunch sup-
porter of the Mussalmani Bangla, Abdul Karim insisted on popularising
the Punthis as probably the only link between the educated Muslims and
the plebeian masses. Since the language of the Punthis, written in the past,
was outdated, the aim of the contemporary Muslim writers was, as Karim
argued, ‘to develop and refurbish them in such a way as to make them
meaningful in contemporary Bengal’. They were also useful models ‘to
show how Islamic words can be used properly and appropriately’.55

Despite their appeal in rural areas, Punthis were hardly taken seriously
by those, engaged in developing the Mussalmani Bangla. Critical of the
indifference of the Muslim intellectuals, Abdul Majid, in an article in
the Saogat, held the view that the absorption of the Punthis was probably
‘the most appropriate, if not the only, step to help develop a national liter-
ature to the satisfaction of both the common masses and educated minor-
ity.’56 The story was, however, different as soon as Akram Khan began
writing in the Mohammadi group of papers supporting the Punthis as
‘necessary for strengthening the edifice of the Muslim national liter-
ature’.57 During the 1930s, both Akram Khan and his colleague Shahidul-
lah selectively published the adapted versions of several Punthis in the
Bangiya Mussalman Sahitya Patrika, presumably to strengthen Mus-
salmani Bangla, which had by then became a marker of the Bengali
Muslims especially in urban Bengal.59

What had drawn the attention of the ideologues of the Mussalmani
Bangla was not the language of the Punthis, but the thematic and ideo-
logical characteristics of the stories which were invariably Islamic in spirit
and tone. The details of these stories may not always have corresponded
with reality, but generally evolved around the places renowned in the
history of Islam – Istahmbul, Baghdad, Samarkand and Bukhara – and the
central figures were invariably Muslims.59 By linking with the tradition of
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the rural Muslim masses, the Mussalmani Bangla sought to attain a basic
goal of isolating the majority of Muslims from their Hindu counterparts.
The mentality of the Muslim was cast in a mould sharply distinct from the
expanding world of educated high-caste bhadralok in Bengal. This cleav-
age in consciousness had explosive long-term implications in the politics of
twentieth century Bengal.60 Thus the effort of creating a distinct language
for the Bengali Muslims was strategically appropriate in a context when
Muslims were politically most powerful due to changes in the institutional
arena following the acceptance of a demographic majority as a possible
source of power and privileges.

Muslim identity institutionalised

The newly formed Praja Samiti represented the interests of certain emerg-
ing socio-economic groups – jotedar (landowner), sampanna praja (cultiva-
tor) and professional – in Muslim society.61 At a conference in Dhaka in
April, 1936, over which Fazlul Haq presided, the Praja Samiti became the
Krishak Praja Party (KPP), which strove to unite the activities of the
samitis throughout the province.62 The east Bengal Muslim landlords
reacted instantly, and in May formed a United Muslim Party under the
presidentship of Nawab Habibullah of Dhaka in alliance with the New
Muslim Mazlis, a Calcutta-based political group of Muslim business inter-
ests.63 Referring to the composition of the Muslim Party, Fazlul Haq sar-
castically remarked that any Muslim unity forged in ‘Nawab’s ahsan
manzil and not krishak’s hut would never last long’.64 Haq’s popularity as
a leader and non-Bengali dominance in the Muslim League and its elite
character were the reasons why the Muslim League did not penetrate the
areas where the KPP had strongholds.65

Although in August 1936 Jinnah attempted to bring all Muslim political
forces under the Muslim League Parliamentary Board, his move was
abortive and the Bengali Muslims went to the first provincial polls deeply
divided. The election results showed that the KPP had won forty and the
Muslim League thirty-nine of Muslim constituencies and the KPP polled
11 per cent more votes than the Muslim League.66 Soon after the elections,
the KPP initiated negotiations with the Congress over the formation of a
coalition or a Congress-backed KPP ministry. However, the Congress
High Command’s decision not to accept office and a disagreement
between the Congress and the KPP on economic and political programmes
provided the League with an opportunity to share power with the KPP.67

On being offered the chief ministership, Haq agreed to form a coalition
with the Muslim League, compromising on fundamental issues. For
instance, all the major promises made in the KPP election manifesto
regarding the abolition of zamindari without compensation, free primary
education and the release of political prisoners68 were put aside. In an
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eleven-member ministry, Haq accommodated eight zamindars, and was in
a minority within the ministry because of the eleven ministers, four were
Muslim Leaguers, three non-Congress caste Hindus and two non-Congress
scheduled caste nominees.69

Haq’s failure to comply with the election pledges caused dissension
within the KPP. At one stage, in March 1938, a majority of the KPP
members of the Legislative Assembly sat with the opposition in order to
strengthen the anti-coalition bloc.70 The internal schism within the KPP
appeared irredeemable when a dissident KPP group led by Nausher Ali
broke away in protest against Haq’s consent to the idea of issuing certifi-
cates to the defaulters to realise the rents due to the government.71 The
Haq faction thus became a minority within the coalition and his position
became untenable, caught, as he was, between two strong and formidable
forces – the Muslim League within the coalition, and the combined opposi-
tion of the Congress and the KPP in the legislature. These currents and
cross-currents presumably influenced Haq’s decision to join the Muslim
League at its 1937 annual session in Lucknow.

The period between 1937 and 1940 saw Haq attempting to champion
the Muslim cause. In 1939, he declared that he was ‘a Muslim first and
Bengali afterwards.’72 To establish himself as a genuine Muslim leader he
also agreed to introduce the famous Lahore resolution demanding a separ-
ate homeland for Muslims. According to a recent work on the KPP, Haq
did not endorse Jinnah’s two-nation theory, yet he supported the resolu-
tion as the only alternative to safeguard Muslim interests.73 This indicates
how calculating he was as a politician. Whatever Haq felt, the fact remains
that the outcome of his involvement with the All India Muslim League
helped Jinnah favourably in two ways: (1) the task of mobilising the
Bengali Muslims was made easier as they found that their leader, Haq, was
a supporter of a separate homeland for the Muslims; (2) in order to shape
his stipulated Muslim homeland, Jinnah brought the powerful Muslim
leaders from both Bengal and Punjab within the fold of the League. This
was a significant step in the formation of a separate state in 1947, as it
ensured a merger of national and regional Muslim power bases – a merger
consolidating the organisational strength of Muslims in India. The 1940
Lahore session was thus a grand success for Jinnah: he succeeded in pro-
jecting the demands of Muslims through the leader of a Muslim majority
province.

The above summary dealing with the emergence of Muslims not merely
as a community but also as a political force in the wider struggle for
independence demonstrates that Muslim separatism owed its growth to
the realisation, initially of the aristocratic Muslims and later of an English-
educated Muslim middle class, of their insignificant role in the power
structure. The situation was further complicated with the extension of
franchise (Table 1.5), the penetration of formal government institutions
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into rural areas, and the opening up of governmental appointments to a
relatively larger section of people. With the arrival of new Muslim groups
on the political scene, there developed simultaneously a strong pro-Haq
support base in the ‘unorganised’ world. Despite his association with the
zamindar-dominated League, Haq pressed hard for the adoption of a
series of executive and legislative measures (Bengal Tenancy Amendment
Act 1938; the work of the Debt Settlement Boards; the Money Lenders
Act) which increased Haq’s popularity among the Muslim peasants. In
east Bengal, any effort to bring down the Haq ministry was interpreted as
a betrayal not only of ‘the Muslim cause’ but also of ‘the peasant cause’.74

Furthermore, the fact that the chief minister was a Muslim led them to
think that they should not be afraid of the police.75 The interaction
between the ‘organised’ and ‘unorganised’ worlds of politics76, based obvi-
ously on different perceptions of the actors involved, illustrates a general
ideological change among the Muslims.

Concluding observations

Setting the scene, this chapter brings out the complexity and perhaps the
impossibility of reconciliation of Hindu–Muslim rivalry. It is evident that
the socio-economic schism laid the foundation of communal division. What
radically altered the circumstances was a far greater awareness among the
newly emerged Muslim leadership of the importance of an organisation to
pursue the socio-economic and political goals of the demographically pre-
ponderant community. The formation of the Krishak Praja Party in 1936
was certainly a dramatic development for two important reasons: first,
Muslims were now organised both as Muslims and as Bengalis to further
their cause in opposition to the Hindu counterparts; and secondly, in its
consolidation as a powerful community following the adoption of the 1932
Communal Award, the importance of Islam was tremendous – especially in
glossing over the obvious differences among the Bengali Muslims. It would
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Table 1.5 The increase in voters between 1920 and 1937

Year of Council Assembly
election

No. of voters Percentage of �No. of voters Percentage of 
Muslims Muslims

1920 465127 1.8 0053935 0.2
1923 463386 1.8 0045401 0.2
1926 529995 2.0 0063320 0.2
1936–37 19610 0.07 3462767 12.6

Source: Computed from the tables in the report of the Indian Statutory Commission, Vol. III,
p. 131, and also the Report of the Reforms Office, Bengal, 1932–37, pp. 289–90.



probably not be wrong to suggest that the growing strength of the Muslims
was largely due to religion, which cemented the bond by drawing upon the
communal differences with the Hindus.

Similarly, the construction of the Mussalmani Bangla and the continu-
ous support of the educated Muslim middle class appeared to have been
derived from a well-planned design to champion one community against
another. By insisting on the inclusion of Arabic and Persian words in
Bengali, the Muslim intellectuals were clearly in favour of a language that
was not only different but also de-linked from the Hindu intellectual roots.
It was also possible for the Mussalmani Bangla to strike roots presumably
because of the government patronage. In a communally charged environ-
ment, the Mussalmani Bangla became merely a communal instrument
despite its obvious literary flavour and strength.
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2

DIVIDE AND RULE

The Communal Award and its implications
in Bengal

The debate over the separate and joint electorates as rival modes of elec-
tion to the various representative institutions by the British began with the
Simla deputation of 1906 and remained controversial till 1947. Not only
was the issue controversial in the pre-Independent India, it also raises
debates among contemporary historians and political scientists. For John
Gallagher, the Communal Award was nothing but ‘a sign of [the] determi-
nation [of the British Government] to warp the Indian question towards
electoral politics’.1 While looking into the operational aspect of the
Award, Anil Seal also affirmed that ‘by extending the electorate, the impe-
rial croupier had summoned more players to his table’.2 Looking at
the Award from the British point of view, both of them thus arrived at the
same conclusions: (1) the Award introduced the native politicians to the
sophisticated world of parliamentary politics; and (2) as a result of the new
arrangement, as stipulated in the 1935 Act, politics now percolated down
to the localities. The available evidence, however, does reveal that the
Award and the constitutional rights guaranteed to the Indians under the
Act were the price the British paid for the continuity of the Indian
Empire. What thus appears to be a calculated generous gesture was very
much a political expedient. The surrender of power to Indian hands,
though at the regional levels, was not welcomed by some senior officers,
who saw an eclipse of British authority in this endeavour.3

Bengal was a special case because (firstly) the representatives of the
British power were divided on the question of the share of the two prin-
cipal religious communities, Hindus and Muslims; and (secondly) the
Award shook the foundations of Hindu domination.

This chapter thus deals with the complex question of how the Award
was made and the reactions of the Bengali politicians, regardless of their
religion, once the electoral arrangement of the Communal Award was a
settled fact.

The Communal or Macdonald Award of 1932, according to the note cir-
culated to the Commissioners and Collectors ‘by the British Government
at the request of the Indians themselves’,4 was an institutional arrangement
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to split the Indian electorate primarily on grounds of religion. Ramsay
Macdonald, the British Prime Minister, felt that in view of the failure of
the communities to frame a constitution acceptable to all, ‘the government
would have to settle the question of representation for the Indians as well
as the checks and balances the constitution should contain to protect the
minorities from an unrestricted and tyrannical use of the democratic prin-
ciple expressing itself through majority power’.5 In his press statement, he
defended the government decision by referring to the fact that ‘the con-
trast between these intermingled population[s] extends far beyond a dif-
ference in religious faith: differences of race and of history, a different
system of law, widely opposed social observances and absence of intermar-
riage, set up barriers which have no analogy in the distinctions that may
exist between religious denominations in any other existing state. It is not
therefore altogether surprising that . . . separate representation, namely,
the grouping of a particular category of voters in territorial constituencies
by themselves, so as to assure to them an adequate number of members of
their own faith and race has been favoured’.6

Separate representation, wrote Macdonald, on the official notification
of the Award, ‘is primarily designed to secure adequate protection for the
minorities; it is bound to continue in some form or other until minorities
are disposed to trust to majority rule, and until a political accommodation
between Moslems and Hindus is reached’.7 In real terms, it meant distribu-
tion of central as well as provincial legislative seats in accordance with the
principle of weightage to the religious minorities. The Hindus were demo-
graphically preponderant in all the provinces except Bengal and Punjab,
where Muslims constituted a majority of the population. The Communal
Award therefore turned the Hindu fear of losing political domination to
near certainty.

This type of electoral arrangement was not new. John Lothian, chair-
man of the Franchise Committee, 1932, justified the idea of separate elec-
torate by referring to the past.

He wrote to the Viceroy: it [separate representation] dates back at
least to 1892 when in a Despatch on the New Council’s Bill which
was brought before the Parliament, the government of India
wrote as follows: Indian society . . . is essentially a congeries of
widely separated classes, races and communities with divergences
of interests and hereditary sentiment which for ages have pre-
cluded common action or local unanimity. Representation of such
a community upon such a scale as the Act permits can only be
secured by providing that each important class shall have at least
the opportunity of making its views known in the council by the
mouth of some members specially acquainted with them . . . The
Morely–Minto Reforms of 1909 and the Montague–Chelmsford
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Reform of 1919 were based on the same principle. [Not only that],
the Lucknow Pact of 1916, the result of an agreement between the
Indian National congress and the All India Muslim League, was
designed to provide the basis of responsible government through
a communal settlement.8

The Muslim leadership voiced their demand for ‘separate electorates’ as
convincingly as they could. A. K. Ghuznavi, a Bengali Muslim leader,
emphasised in his memorandum to the Simon Commission, 1927, that as
the Muslim community was educationally, economically and politically
behind the Hindus of the province, ‘further extensions of parliamentary
institutions without proper and definite safeguards would place the
Muslims permanently in a position subservient to the Hindus’.9 Jinnah’s 14
Points were the formulations of the above in concrete terms. These points,
inter alia, demanded that ‘all legislatures in the country and other elected
bodies should be reconstituted on the definite principal [principle] of ade-
quate and effective representation of minorities in every province without
reducing the majority of any province to a minority . . . the representation
of communal groups should continue to be by means of separate elec-
torate’.10 The Aga Khan, who attended the Round Table Conference on
behalf of the Muslim League, pressed for communal electorate for two
reasons: (1) this would put a brake on the possible rate of political advance
along Hindu nationalistic lines; and (2) this would enable the Muslims to
counter Hindu domination everywhere.11

The Muslim demand for a separate electorate in the Muslim majority
areas of Bengal and Punjab appears at first to have been derived from
communal jealousy. By referring to the 1927–28 District Board elections in
Bengal, the Congress High Command at the All Parties Conference, 1928,
emphasised that economic and educational superiority did not help the
Hindus at the above elections and there was a clean sweep in favour of the
Muslims in Chittagong and Mymensingh. Table 2.1 illustrates the trends.

In terms of the distribution of seats, Muslims, forming 54 per cent of the
population (according to the 1931 Census), shared only 45 per cent of the
district board seats. The Hindus, constituting 43.3 per cent of the total
(1931 Census), were, though they had no seats in Mymensingh and Chit-
tagong, well ahead of the Muslims with 54 per cent of the seats.

The results are certainly indicative of an electoral swing in favour of the
Muslims, especially in those districts where they constituted a majority.
However, to conceive that the Muslims could, on their demographic
strength, replace the Hindus would equally be misleading because the
right to franchise was still based on ‘property qualification’. As long as this
was the case, the Muslims, deprived of their rights to suffrage on property
grounds, could not fully benefit from a ‘joint electorate’.

The election outcome distressed the Bengal Congress leadership. Subhas
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Chandra Bose, in his letter to Motilal Nehru, attributed the success of the
Muslim candidates to communal awakening.12 This gave a boost to the
Muslim leaders, like Maulvi Nausher Ali, MLC and Maulvi Abdur Rauf,
MLC, who were reported to have changed their views on the question of a
‘separate electorate’.13 There was, on the other hand, a group of Muslims, led
by Azizul Haque who refused to accept these district board election results
as the fair index of Muslim strength. In his book A Plea for Separate Elec-
torates in Bengal,14 Haque argued that the outcome was due to the bitter
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Table 2.1 Elected members of the District Boards in Bengal, 1928

District Total no. of seats No. of Hindu No. of Muslim 
members members

1. 24 Parganas 20 16 (64.2) 4 (34.6)
2. Bogra 15 4 (16.6) 11 (82.5)
3. Bakargunj 20 4 (28.7)1 15 (70.6)
4. Midnapore 22 21 (88.2) 1 (6.8)
5. Rajshahi 18 7 (21.3) 11 (76.6)
6. Rangpur 18 7 (31.5) 11 (68.1)
7. Khulna 16 11( 50.0) 5 (49.8)
8. Hooghly 20 17 (81.9) 3 (16.0)
9. Darjeeling 20 18 (71.0) 2 (3.2)

10. Mymensingh 22 0 (24.3) 22 (74.9)
11. Pabna 16 3 (24.1) 13 (75.8)
12. Noakhali 16 6 (22.3) 10 (77.6)
13. Jalpaiguri 16 14 (55.0) 2 (24.8)
14. Tippera 19 13 (25.8)2 6 (74.1)3

15. Nadia 20 15 (39.1) 5 (60.2)
16. Burdwan 16 14 (78.0) 2 (18.5)
17. Murshidabad 15 7 (45.0) 8 (53.6)
18. Faridpur 20 8 (36.3) 12 (635)
19. Malda 154 8 (40.6) 7 (51.6)
20. Howrah 12 10 (79.3) 2 (20.3)
21. Birbhum 16 15 (68.1) 1 (25.1)
22. Bankura 10 9 (86.3) 1 (4.6)
23. Jessore 16 1 (38.2) 15 (61.7)
24. Dacca 22 16 (34.2) 6 (65.4)
25. Chittagong 20 0 (22.6) 20 (72.8)
26. Dinajpur 18 4 (44.1) 14 (49.1)

Total 458 248 (54.14%) 209 (45.63%)

Source: All Parties Conference 1928, Report of the Committee appointed by the Conference to
determine the Principles of the Constitution of India, pp. 154–5.

Notes
1 one Christian.
2 no election in Chandpur and therefore three nominated.
3 two nominated.
4 election failed, all nominated.
The figures in parentheses indicate the proportion of the total population.



communal dissension within the localities of east Bengal – the communal
excitement followed by the communal riot in 1926 – and the constant com-
munal bickering on the issues of constitutional concessions since the Mon-
tague–Chelmsford Reforms, 1919. Secondly, the Congress, politicians and
Hindu leaders did not show as much interest as they might have in the
Council elections, which had the power and authority to frame policies and
programmes affecting the communities. In these elections, he continued,
party and propaganda machinery played a determining role, and since the
Muslims were economically backward, they could not afford to spend as
much money as the Hindus and therefore in no way would the outcome be
different.15 Thirdly, he argued that as long as the franchise qualification was
based on property, Muslims could not compete with Hindus. Haque referred
to the 1919 Montague–Chelmsford Reforms, which fixed the franchise quali-
fication at the payment of municipal taxes of not less than one rupee and a
half, or road and public works cess of not less than one rupee, or chawkidari
tax or union rate of not less than one rupee, or chawkidari tax or union rate
of not less than two rupees or one rupee in cess, in order to demonstrate that
though the Muslims constituted a majority (25 million), there were only
522000 Muslim voters compared to 591000 Hindu voters.

Finally, having concentrated on the details of the results on which the
Congress High Command defended their plea, namely overwhelming
Muslim support in Chittagong, Mymensingh and Jessore, Haque exposed
the logical flaws in the interpretation. According to him, the demographic
preponderance of the Muslims and the fact that the majority of them were
voters ensured Muslim victory in Mymensingh (Muslims formed 75 per
cent of the population and secured 75 per cent of the seats), and Chit-
tagong (67 per cent of the population and secured 38 per cent of the seats).
In contrast to these figures, he argued that Muslims in Nadia, making up
60.2 per cent of the population, had 25 per cent of the district board seats in
1927–28; Dhaka, with over 65 per cent of the population Muslims, obtained
only 27 per cent of the seats and in Tippera, where the Muslims formed 74
per cent of the population, they won only 31 per cent of the seats.16

Thus the Congress assertion that the Muslims needed no constitutional
protection by ‘separate electorate’, as expressed in the 1928 All Parties
Conference,17 was, according to Haque, based on over-simplification and
misrepresentation of the election results.18

The Muslims’ electoral victory could therefore never be a reason to
support ‘joint electorate’. However, A.H. Ghuznavi and H.S. Suhrawardy
saw in it the basis of the rise of Muslim power in Bengal. Having looked at
the results of the local and district board elections in which the Muslims
performed well, particularly in the Muslim majority districts of east
Bengal, they were convinced that ‘joint electorate with reservation of
seats would not harm the Muslim interests’. Accordingly, Ghuznavi and
Suhrawardy worked out a pact type arrangement with B.C. Chatterjee, a

T H E  C O M M U N A L  A W A R D  A N D  I T S  I M P L I C A T I O N S

59



Hindu Mahasabha leader. The Ghuznavi–Chatterjee Pact agreed to the
continuance of the distribution of seats in the Bengal legislature under the
Communal Award for ten years. Thereafter, the two communities would
get an equal number of legislative seats under a joint electorate scheme.
This principle, equal share of seats, was to be followed in the appointment
of ministers and in the field of public employment.19

The agreement remained on paper, and neither the Muslim leaders nor
their Hindu Mahasabha counterparts endeavoured seriously to work it
out. Not only that; the all India Hindu Mahasabha leadership did not
approve the agreement in view of its plan to organise a nationwide cam-
paign for the repeal of the Communal Award.20 The Hindu Mahasabha
position is perfectly logical because, had they acquiesced in the pact in
Bengal in which the Hindus were more adversely affected than anywhere
else, the anti-Award agitation would perhaps have received no attention.

By strictly following the demographic strength of the two principal
communities, the Communal Award suggested that of 250 seats in the
Bengal Legislature, Hindus be given 80 and the Muslims 119; in the
Punjab, of 175 seats Hindus be given 43 and Muslims 86.21 There had been,
as Table 2.2 shows, a gradual increase in Muslim seats in the legislature
since the Morley–Minto Reforms of 1909.

The situation was particularly harmful for Hindus in Bengal, especially
after the acceptance of the Poona Pact by the All India Congress, for this
had further reduced the proportion of legislative seats for the Hindus. This
Pact was preceded by the Government declaration of its intention to
establish special constituencies for the depressed classes for a period of
twenty years.22 However, Gandhi’s vehement objection to ‘statutory sepa-
ration’ of the depressed classes even in a limited form, from the Hindu
fold23 led to ‘the inclusion of the depressed classes into the general or
Hindu constituencies’,24 and, according to the Pact, depressed classes
secured thirty seats in Bengal and eight in the Punjab.25
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Table 2.2 Increase in Muslim seats in the Bengal and Punjab legislatures

Legislative % of Muslim members to total elected members
councils

Morley–Minto Montague– Lucknow* 1935
Reforms, 1909 Chelmsford Pact, 1916 Act

Reforms, 1919

Bengal 18 40.5 50 47
Punjab 19 48.5 40 48

Source: J. Gallagher, ‘From Civil disobedience to communalism’, Paper presented to Post-
graduate Seminar, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, University of London, 1964, p. 4.

Note
*Page 1982: 34.



The arrangement finally arrived at illustrated a conflict of opinion
between the Governor of Bengal and Lord Willingdon, the Viceroy, over
the question of Hindu-Muslim representation in Bengal under the Com-
munal Award. Samuel Hoare, the Secretary of State, recommended the
distribution of seats between the communities in proportion to their
respective demographic strength, and accordingly 41.4 per cent (of the
seats) were reserved for the Muslims and 40.4 per cent for the Hindus. The
balance of power was to be held by the Europeans.26 The Bengal Gover-
nor, John Anderson, accepted the scheme on the ground that ‘it will not
give the Muhammadans that permanent and absolute majority . . . Nor will
it give them a numerical superiority comparable to their superiority on a
population basis. But it will make them the largest communal group in the
Legislative Council and will do away with the present inadequate and to
my mind unfair representation. On the other hand, it will give the Hindu
community the weightage to which they are entitled in view of their wealth
and prominence in all ranks of life.’

He insisted that care must be taken ‘not to diminish the importance of
the Hindu group by giving too large a proportion of the seats . . . to the
depressed classes [out of the Hindu share]. For it is quite possible that in
the not too distant future, there may be a combination between the
Muhammadans and the depressed classes against the Zamindars and
moneyed classes who are mainly caste Hindus and care must be taken not
to reduce the representatives of the latter to impotency in matters affect-
ing their own interests’.27

Anderson therefore recommended that the Muslims should have 44.4
per cent and the Hindus 42.8 per cent.28 This was in conformity with
Hoare’s recommendation, merely taking into account the number of seats
given by the Europeans in the Minorities Pact. However, this was not
received favourably by Lord Willingdon, who, as David Page has shown,
‘considered it unsatisfactory from the all India point of view because if
the Bengali Muslims did not get their majority, there was a danger that
they would go over to the Congress.’29 Accordingly, Willingdon proposed
that the Muslims should get 48.4 per cent and the Hindus only 39.2 per
cent of the seats,30 on the ground that the Muslims who, on the whole
‘have generally supported the government . . . will non-cooperate too if
. . . you give them less . . . than . . . [what] I propose for Bengal’.31 Ander-
son did not agree with the Viceroy because he felt that ‘the ultimate
success of the reforms in this province will depend on securing friendly
cooperation of Hindus, Muslims and [Europeans]’.32 However, the pro-
posed plan, as he found, had the appearance of putting Hindus ‘perman-
ently in the position of hopeless inferiority’.33 The inevitable danger was,
according to the Governor, that ‘the plan will enrage the Hindus [who
would think that] it is obviously designed to hold them down in the hope
that Moslems may eventually gain a sufficient proportion of special
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constituencies to give them a permanent statutory majority.’34 On the
other hand, by granting only a few seats to the Muslims, which fell short
of giving them an absolute majority, the scheme could not win Muslim
support either. The Governor’s own preference was, however, for a distri-
bution favourable to the Hindus.35 The Prime Minister himself seems to
have agreed with Anderson in principle, because he realised that the idea
of winning the support of a particular community by granting special priv-
ileges ‘keeps the trouble going and the price [is] paid not only today but
through a long time.’36

There was also the question of European representation. At the begin-
ning of 1931, Edward Benthall of the Bird Company did not like the idea
of a settlement purely on a population basis because it would be unfair to
the Hindus and also to the Europeans, ‘as it would give a permanent
majority to mere numbers regardless of educational, financial and eco-
nomic factors’.37 Since in the past the Europeans had held the balance
between the two communities, they, he emphasised, should not be treated
on a population basis. Accordingly, he proposed that the Europeans
should be given 13.3 per cent of the seats.38 In offering the above to the
Europeans in his proposed scheme,39 Samuel Hoare thus seems to have
been influenced by Benthall’s suggestion. Though the Bengal Governor
appreciated that the proposal hinged on the argument of giving the Euro-
peans the balance of power, he felt that such a point ‘could hardly be used
publicly’40 to defend the European share.

The distribution of seats under the Communal Award (published on 16
August) followed neither Samuel Hoare’s nor the Governor’s line of sug-
gestions. Not only did the Viceroy reject the scheme for the distribution of
seats between the two communities as proposed by the Secretary of State
and the Governor; he declined also to accept the proposed share of the
European seats.

What came to be regarded as the Communal Award, in terms of the
distribution of the seats, is shown in Table 2.3.

The distribution in Table 2.3 shows that though the Muslims were the
majority community, they were given only 47.6 per cent of the seats. The
Hindus, with 43.3 per cent of the population, had only 32 per cent. This
figure, showing Hindu share, is misleading because in it was included, after
the Poona Pact, the share of the depressed classes (thirty seats). Thus in
actual terms, the caste Hindus obtained only 20 per cent of the seats. The
Europeans lost their strength in the legislature considerably: while they
claimed 13.3 per cent, they were granted only 4.4 per cent of the seats.

The Award was unsatisfactory to the Hindus, the Muslims and the
Europeans. Benthall, representative of the Europeans in Bengal, while
writing about it in his diary, expressed utter dissatisfaction because the
Award, once implemented, would reduce the Europeans ‘to a non-entity
in the Bengal Legislature’.41
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Muslims and the Communal Award

Though the Muslims were politically better placed under the Award, the
number of seats allotted to them was not in proportion to their demo-
graphic strength in Bengal. Commenting on the Indian Franchise Commit-
tee Report, A. K. Ghuznavi, member of the Bengal Government, insisted
on ‘a statutory majority of 51%’ for the Muslims, though on a population
basis they were entitled to ‘a majority of 54.85%’.42 Ghuznavi appre-
hended trouble if the suggested number of seats (128) was not given to the
Muslims. ‘What the Moslem community wish to stress’, he argued, ‘is the
fact that they are not likely to agree to being consigned to remain in a per-
petual minority by artificial means where actually they are in a majority’.43

Even after the Award was announced, the Bengali Muslim leaders,
Fazlul Haq and A. H. Ghuznavi, met John Anderson to try to convince
him of the need for a statutory majority for the Muslims in Bengal.44 Haq
did, however, regard the Award as a ‘distinct advance’ and therefore was
pleased with it.45 He did not like the pattern of seat distribution because
‘the result has been that the Muslims cannot run the administration of the
province in which they are in an unquestioned majority without entering
into coalition with or depending on the support of other parties’.46

The scheme was generally welcomed by Muslims all over India.47 In
Punjab, as the Chief Secretary C. C. Garbett reported, the Muslims were
determined to adhere to the Award and to resist any negotiations which
might ‘diminish the solid advantages which they consider the Award gives
them’.48 In Bengal the response was favourable, though initially R.
Ahmad, President of the Bengal Presidency Muslim League, was unwilling
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Table 2.3 The Communal Award: distribution of seats

Groups Number of seats

General* 80 (including 2 women)
Muslims 119 (including 2 women)
Anglo-Indians and Christians 4 �2 (including 1 woman)
Europeans 11
Commerce, industry, mining and 19

plantation
Labour 8
Others (including landholders and 7

university)

Total 250

Source: IOR, L/PO/48(ii), Communal Decision, 16/8/1932.

Note
*Includes Hindus, plus social categories defined as ‘untouchables’.



to accept reservation of seats for the majority community on the ground
that ‘dependence on an artificial prop, as the scheme is, will stand in the
way of their being self-reliant and self-dependent and will thus retard the
growth of manhood in them’.49 At the twenty-third session of the All India
Muslim League, Fazlul Haq moved a resolution confirming his support for
the Communal Award.50 The Muslim leaders of Bengal were more cate-
gorical at the all India Communal Award Conference, held on 24 March
1937. The Nawab of Dhaka, as its President, attributed the Award not to
the ‘evil design of the Machiavellian foreign government, but to the com-
munalism of a section which had engendered deep distrust and acute
apprehensions’ among the Muslims.51 Both A. H. Ghuznavi and Fazlul
Haq approved the speech and had an active role in the formulation of the
main resolution, which justified ‘separate electorate for the Muslims in
Bengal and Punjab in view of the fact that there is no better agreed
scheme before the country’.52

Hindus and the Communal Award

While discussing the Indian Franchise Committee Report, P. C. Mitter,
member of the Bengal Government, argued that ‘education, wealth, con-
tribution to the government exchequer, political and economic importance
entitle the Hindus considerably in excess of their population.53 Of the
three principal sources to the government exchequer (stamp duty, land
revenue and excise duty), Hindus, he noted contributed ‘60% to the total’.
Furthermore, he argued: (1) since the Muslims by religion were precluded
from ‘excisable articles, a very large percentage of the excise revenue’
came from the Hindus; (2) the majority of the landlords were Hindus and
their contribution to the exchequer in land revenue was more than that of
their Muslim counterparts; and (3) Hindus, as landlords and money-
lenders, were found to have paid ‘91% of the total court fees.’54

Mitter’s criticism of the Franchise Committee Report was the theme of a
protest meeting after the announcement of the Award. At a meeting in the
Town Hall on 4 September 1932, presided over by Devaprasad Sarvad-
hikari, Vice Chancellor of Calcutta University, resolutions condemning the
Award as a means to ‘deepen the foundations of communalism and to
extend the principle in new directions contrary to all enlightened and demo-
cratic ideas of the age’55 were adopted. In these meetings, as R. N. Gilchrist,
Reform Officer of the Government of Bengal reported, it was emphasised
that ‘Hindus’ superior wealth and education have been given no recognition
and their political record has been discounted’. The Hindus believed, the
report continued, that ‘the decision is in effect a punishment inflicted on the
Hindus of Bengal because of their past political record’. Instead of ensuring
‘separate electorate’ for the numerically preponderant community in
Bengal, Hindus could only be safeguarded by reversing the decision.56
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The Bengali Hindus preferred open agitation against the Award, but
the all India pro-Hindu Congressmen, including Malaviya, Moonjee and
Aney, sought a dialogue with the Muslim leaders to bring about an agree-
ment in order to substitute the Award. The Muslim League responded.
Accordingly, a Unity Conference was convened at Allahabad between 3
and 17 November, 1932. Ramananda Chatterjee, editor of the Modern
Review, represented the Bengali Hindus, but no Muslim leaders from
Bengal attended. The Conference agreed that in Bengal ‘51% of the seats
will be reserved for the Muslims and 44.7% for the general electorate’. It
was also decided as well that ‘all reservations of seats and all special con-
stituencies were to cease after 10 years’.57 Neither the Hindus nor the
Muslims of Bengal were prepared to accept the above: Ramananda Chat-
terjee, though reluctantly conceding the Muslim majority in Bengal, was
insistent on the ‘introduction of joint electorate’.58 The Muslims did not
want to surrender the privileges they had under the Award. To them,
giving away the separate electorate even after 10 years would not guaran-
tee a legitimate Muslim share in the ruling of the country, and ‘hence can
never be surrendered’.59

All India Congress and the Award

The polarisation between the two communities was complete. The Con-
gress was in a dilemma: rejection of the Award meant a breach in the
united front which was essential for successfully fighting the White Paper;
acceptance would not only drive away the pro-Hindu congressmen but
also dub the Congress as championing separatism. In an effort to solve
this, the Working Committee at its Bombay sitting on 18 June 1934
defined the Congress attitude to the Award: ‘The Congress claims to rep-
resent equally all the communities composing the Indian nation and there-
fore in view of the division of opinion can neither accept nor reject the
Award’.60 Gandhi defended the Working Committee resolution as ‘fault-
less’ and explained that ‘non-committal is the only position the Congress
can take-up . . . because the more we tease [the communal boil], the worse
it becomes’.61 The Congress position was more clearly stated in the Con-
gress Parliamentary Board Election Manifesto: ‘[T]he Congress cannot
refuse to take into account the attitude of the Mussalmans in general who
seem to want the Award, nor can the Congress accept it as Hindus and
Sikhs reject it. No other policy than [being non-committal] is consistent
with the aim and history of the Congress.’62 The immediate consequence
of this decision was that both Malaviya and Aney, members of the Con-
gress Parliamentary Board, quit the Congress and formed the Congress
Nationalist Party to redress the suggested wrongs to the Hindus of Bengal
and Punjab.

Their first endeavour in that direction was the organisation of an Anti
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Communal Award Conference towards the end of October 1934. The
Hindus of Bengal were represented by B. C. Mahatab, Maharaja of
Burdwan, and B. C. Chatterjee, R. K. Mukherjee and Ramananda Chat-
terjee, professionally successful Calcutta bhadraloks. The Conference con-
demned the communal decision as an attempt to ‘ensure the indefinite
continuance of foreign domination’ by dividing ‘the body-politic into
separate and conflicting groups’. The Congress attitude towards the
Award was nothing but ‘virtual acquiescence in that decision’.63 In order to
campaign against the Award, the Conference formed an ‘All India Com-
munal Decision League’.64

The Conference and the formation of a platform for agitation seem
to have augmented the anti-Award tempo. Once the Congress ‘non-
committal attitude’ was announced, the majority of the Bengal DCCs, irre-
spective of factional differences, castigated the AICC decision.65 With the
formation of the Nationalist Party, the dissident Congressmen decided, as
Satish Chandra Mishra of the Sylhet DCC reported to the Working Com-
mittee, ‘to support the Nationalist Party in case of contest’.66 Those less
vocal were, as another letter from Dinajpur DCC shows, determined not
to take part in the election until the Bombay decision (26–28 October
1934) of the AICC was revised.67 Having foreseen the impact of anti
Award sentiment on the local organisations, B. C. Roy, the leader of the
BPCC, made a futile attempt to persuade Gandhi to allow the Bengal
Congress to organise anti-Award agitation.68

The Hindu position in Bengal was precarious in another respect. With
the conclusion of the Poona Pact in which Gandhi had a direct role, the
legislative seats of the Hindus were further reduced. Zetland, the Viceroy,
thus argued that ‘the caste Hindus must find themselves in a serious
permanent minority in a Presidency in which they play an outstanding part
in the intellectual and political life of the people’. Although he appre-
hended that this concessional design ‘will strengthen terrorism [because]
Hindus of Bengal may run into despair’, he found the arrangement
‘politically expedient’ to deal with the Hindus, ‘who are now more divided
than before’.69 As early as January 1933, the Hindu bhadralok, in a memo-
randum to the Viceroy, ‘expressed [themselves] very strongly against the
terms of the Poona Pact as far as Bengal was concerned’, and requested
reconsideration of the decision on the ground that no representative from
Bengal was present when the agreement was reached.70 In another mani-
festo, issued from Calcutta, the Pact was condemned not because it
reduced the Hindu share but for its discrimination against the real back-
ward classes. In concrete terms, the manifesto argued, the arrangement
would benefit ‘19.7% Rajbansis and 17% Namasudras who were not only
well organized and in no sense backward but also succeeded in holding
their own against the caste Hindus. Those who deserved real care (Muchis,
Haris, for instance) would go unrepresented even after this electoral
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arrangement.’71 The cumulative effect of the above was the failure of all
seven Congress candidates in the Bengal Legislative election of October
1934. All seats were won by the Nationalist Party.72

Even after this defeat in Bengal, the Congress High Command not only
reiterated its support of the non-committal position but also defended it
by referring to the fact that the Congress victory in all general seats in
Madras, Orissa, UP and CP ‘conclusively proved that the Congress had
the support of the vast majority of the Hindu electorate.’73

The All India Congress leadership accepted the idea of seat distribution
on a population basis but was keen at the same time to find a substitute.
The attitude of the AICC leadership was different to that of the League.
Jinnah, who was critical of the constitutional scheme, expressed his
unequivocal support for the anti-White Paper campaign. However, he felt
that opposition could only be effective provided there was unity between
the Hindus and Muslims,74 Prasad, the Congress President, seized the
chance and wrote to Jinnah on 23 January that the only way to break the
stalemate was ‘to jointly formulate some proposals which you and I could
put before our respective organizations as jointly emanating from us’. He
emphasised that if separate electorates which deprived the Hindus of
Bengal and Punjab of their legitimate share on a population basis were
retained, no progress was possible. Therefore, he put forward a formula
following the Congress resolution adopted in Bombay 1931, which
included joint electorates reservation of seats on a population basis with
freedom for minorities to contest more seats, the franchise being so
arranged as to reflect the proportion of various communities in the elec-
torate.75 The two leaders met in long sessions on 28 and 31 January 1935.
The discussion though abortive, was revealing, because it showed that
Jinnah, in conceding that a Hindu–Muslim joint effort was the only way to
get rid of the scheme, had in mind the desire to ensure a Congress guaran-
tee for a statutory Muslim majority in Bengal.

Three points emerged from the discussion: first, Jinnah accepted
the idea of a separate electorate in principle. Without separate
representation, he felt, ‘involvement of the minority in the
government of the province could not be created’. He argued that
through their representations in the ‘institutions of power, they
could exercise their responsibility’; hence the idea of weightage
was logically apt. Second, with regard to Hindu representation, he
admitted that the outcome of the scheme, especially after the
Poona Pact, ‘was unfair to the Bengali Hindus’. However, he was
unwilling to concede when asked by Prasad to grant the share of
the depressed classes out of 119 Muslim seats. Having accepted
Prasad’s claim as ‘legitimate’, he refused on the ground that ‘if
Mussalmans had a margin out of which weightage could be given
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to satisfy the minority communities, including the Hindus’, he
would not hesitate to give it. Third, he suggested that joint efforts
should be made to secure seats for both the Europeans and the
depressed classes in order to ensure a Muslim majority for the
Muslims and an increased Hindu share.76 As to the distribution of
seats obtained from the share of the depressed classes, Prasad
pointed out that it would be unfair to the Hindus because ‘the
share of the depressed classes was included in the 32% which
Hindus had against the [Hindu-inclusive of Harijans] population
of 44% and if seats were available from the general electorate, it
should be given to the Hindus, otherwise Hindu share would be
reduced further.’77 It was certain that Jinnah’s proposal for substi-
tuting the Award would not receive support from the Nationalist
Party. Malaviya, as its leader, insisted that ‘till the Hindus of
Bengal get their share in proportion to their population, they are
not going to endorse the outcome of the talks’.78 The Congress
High Command accepted the demand in principle, and suggested
that ‘the Hindus and Mussalmans should jointly press for reduc-
tion of European seats. Any seats so obtained should be distrib-
uted between them’.79 In line with the above, Prasad again sat with
Jinnah on 13 February 1935, with a view to arriving at an agreed
formula. It was a successful effort in the sense that though Prasad
conceded Jinnah’s demands in relation to Bengal and Punjab, he
at the same time obtained Jinnah’s approval for a joint electorate
in all the provinces as well as in the centre.80

Both the Bengal Congress and the Nationalist Party were upset. In a
telegram to Prasad, Indra Narayan Sen, the Secretary of the Nationalist
Party, described the formula ‘as nothing but selling Bengal to the
Muslims’.81 Even among Congressmen, the idea of a pact was unwelcome.
C. R. Reddy of the Andhra PCC, for instance, argued that the very idea of
communal settlement through a pact ‘can never have permanence. They
[Muslims] will soon be agitating for a revision of the terms with changes in
population’.82

The entire exercise was abortive. Though the Congress High Command
was in favour of a settlement even at the cost of the Hindus in Bengal and
Punjab, the Muslim leadership never agreed to abandon separate elec-
torates. Jinnah failed to persuade his colleagues to give up on a separate
electorate. As he explained to Prasad, the Congress President, the Con-
gress should reckon that ‘what may have been possible some years ago was
not possible today and those who made such suggestions ignored the basic
fact of the Award being in favour of Mussalmans’.83

There was no sign of either the Hindus or the Muslims becoming less
intransigent. The Hindu Mahasabha organised an all-India Anti-Communal
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Award Conference in Delhi on 23 February 1935 to demonstrate that the
Hindus were not ready to support any scheme as long as the Award pre-
vailed.84 The Conference resolved further (1) to appoint a committee ‘to
organize all India agitation against this’;85 and (2) to send ‘a deputation to
London headed by Pandit Malaviya to agitate against the Award’.86 The
Muslims organized a counter conference to defend the Award. In their all
India Communal Award Conference, held on 24 March 1935, it was
resolved that although the Award fell ‘short of legitimate demands of
Indian Muslims’, it should be accepted because ‘no better scheme was
available before the country.’87 In view of this clear polarisation between
Hindus and Muslims, the talks between Jinnah and Prasad seem to have
achieved nothing. On I March, in a joint statement, Prasad and Jinnah
regretted that ‘in spite of our best efforts, we have not been able to find
such a formula [to bring about] communal harmony and concord’.88

The Communal Award was the price the British had to pay for making
the maintenance of the Empire an easier task. It was, at the same time, a
victory for them because by inserting the principle of a ‘separate elec-
torate’ in the 1935 constitutional scheme, the Macdonald Plan seems to
have brought the infighting within the Congress on the Award to a conclu-
sion which was definitely conducive to continued imperial control. The
non-committal position was the only stand the Congress as an organisation
representing all-India interests could take, because even Lothian, Chair-
man of the Franchise Committee, understood ‘if it sets out to upset the
Communal Award, it will, in fact, be starting a civil war with the Moslems
and other minorities’.89 The Award not only created and sustained com-
munal dissension; it also brought about a split within the Congress organi-
sation by separating a group of Hindu leaders who, as shown earlier,
having declined to conform to the non-committal attitude of the Congress,
formed a party (the Congress Nationalist Party) of their own. The Con-
gress leaders who had active roles in formulating the AICC decision saw in
the Award a device to divide the communities. Nehru, for instance,
believed that by balancing and neutralising one community against the
other, the Award would perpetuate British control in India.90 Even
Gandhi who was instrumental in having the ‘non-committal resolution’
adopted at the 1934 Bombay session of the AICC, when writing in 1940
with hindsight condemned the decision ‘as it has benefited no single party
in India, but the British. If the Muslims flatter themselves’, he continued,
‘with the belief they have profited by it they will soon find that they were
mistaken. If I could alter the decision and make it what it should be, I
should do so this moment’.91 The condemnation of the Award by the
leaders in their individual capacities did not however, change the Con-
gress’ stand.
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Bengal Congress and the Communal Award

The publication of the Award brought, different factions within the
Bengal Congress together. Liberty, the organ of the Subhas group, con-
demned the Award as it would make the Hindus ‘politically impotent’.92

Advance, speaking for the Sengupta group, agreed that: ‘the award has
sacrificed the province to the Moslem and European communities and has
left no real autonomy to the children of the soil’.93 Amrita Bazar Patrika,
not committed to any faction, but anti-Subhas, saw the Award as ‘the most
preposterous arrangement for representation that could ever be con-
ceived’.94 Notwithstanding this common view, the Bengal Congress, as will
be shown below, had eventually to accept the scheme under the Award.
The outcome was more or less pre-determined, because it was unlikely
that a provincial wing would succeed when the High Command decided
otherwise. In any case, weakened by reasons entirely internal to the
Bengal Congress, it failed to push its demand as strongly as it strove for.

First, neither Subhas, who was convalescing in Austria, nor Sengupta,
who died in 1932, was there to lead the Bengal Congress. As a result, the
leadership was vested in Sarat Bose, B. C. Roy and K. S. Roy. At least the
anti-Award sentiment brought the leaders together, however transitory
the unity was. Soon, B. C. Roy, who was the only person from Bengal con-
sulted by the High Command on the Award, realised that the price for
fighting the centre openly was too high. His opposition to the Congress
decision was confined to requests to the AICC for reconsideration of the
decision. K. S. Roy more explicitly showed that he was not ready to
support the Bose-led Bengal Congress which, he realised, was too fragile
to rely on. He castigated Sarat Bose (who refused to a accept the non-
committal stand) as an enemy of the official Congress policy,95 presumably
with a view to proving his credibility to the high Command. This division
among the leaders definitely weakened the Bengal Congress, and Sarat,
the only leader left with the responsibility of carrying on the campaign,
was not as gifted a leader as his brother Subhas. In fact, he himself admit-
ted that his decision and strategy in regard to the anti Communal Award
agitation flowed from his brother.96 Subhas, though far away from Bengal,
detested the decision and wanted Sarat to ‘unsettle the settled fact’.97

Second, the Bengal Congress was weakened as a result of the split that
took place after the formation of the Congress Nationalist Party in 1934.
Important Bengal congressmen – Dinesh Chakravarti, Indra Narayan Sen,
Chapala Bhatacharyya, and Birendra Majumdar – joined the new party.
The party was welcomed by the Hindu Mahasabha, whose Vice President,
Narendra Nath Das, wrote of it as strengthening the movement for the
repeal of the ‘anti national and undemocratic Award’.98

Third, the Congress Nationalist Party’s campaign had at least moved
the Bengali Hindu notables. Rabindranath Tagore, for instance, approved
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of the agitation, and was pained at the failure of the Congress High
Command to organise an all-India agitation against the Award.99 In trying
to revoke the decision, the Hindu nobles, including Tagore, Sarat Chatter-
jee (the writer), P. C. Roy (the chemist), Nil Ratan Sarkar (the eminent
physician), S. P. Mookherjee (Vice Chancellor of Calcutta University),
and B. P. Singh Roy (Former Land Revenue Minister), sent a memorial to
the Secretary of State, Lord Zetland, which illustrated the extent to which
they were frightened of being dominated by the Muslims. The memorial,
representing a remarkable unity among the Bengali Hindu nobles,
defended the opposition to the Award on the ground of the ‘enormously
predominant role that [Hindus] have played under British rule in the intel-
lectual, cultural, political, professional, and the commercial life of the
province’.100 In concrete terms, the memorial went on, ‘Hindus of Bengal
though numerically a minority, are overwhelmingly superior culturally,
consisting as much as 64% of total literate population and more than 80%
of school going population. Their economic preponderance is equally
manifest in the spheres of the independent professions and commercial
careers making up nearly 87% of the Legal, 80% of the Medical and 83%
of the Banking, Insurance and Exchange business’.101

The memorialists therefore protested ‘strongly against the unfair and
unprecedented provision to protect a majority community by conferring
upon it a position of permanent and statutory predominance in the legis-
lature and making that position unalterable by any appeal to the elec-
torate’.102

In their effort to raise a protest throughout the province, R. K.
Mookherjee and T. C. Goswami, signatories to the memorial, issued a
circular to the districts ‘to hold public meetings of the Hindus . . . in order
to pass a suitable resolution in support of the Memorial and the
demands made therein’.103 However only four districts – Burdwan, Hooghly,
Mymensingh and Dhaka – cared to responded.104 The favourable response
from Burdwan and Hooghly can be attributed to the individual efforts of
B. C. Mahatab of Burdwan and T. C. Goswami of Hooghly. In Dhaka and
Mymensingh, the recent defeat of the Hindu candidates in 1928 District
Board Elections explains largely the Hindu consolidation in favour of the
memorial.

The poor response (four out of thirty-two districts) to the Hindu noble-
sponsored anti-Award campaign was probably due to the fact that the
grounds on which the Hindu share was defended were too technical to
draw the sympathy of the newly enfranchised individuals at the localities.
As a result, the campaign was from the outset insulated from the vast
majority and thus remained a ‘bhadralok affair’. Not only was the
response poor; the Hindu bhadraloks themselves were also divided, a fact
well exemplified in their opposition to the memorial. In a letter addressed
to R.K. Mookherjee, the memorial was characterised as ‘a futile and
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ill-timed one’.105 By any stretch of imagination the letter went, the Hindu
demands that ‘representation may be proportional to taxation as far as
possible in the case of each community’ could not be justified ‘in any
democratic lower chamber’. This would serve no purpose now because
‘the unity now displayed in signing a memorial . . . was never in evidence
when effective steps might have been taken in England or in India. Nor
has there been any genuine attempt at arriving at an understanding with
the Moslems’. What the memorial would do, the letter concluded, was ‘to
aggravate the enmity between the two communities’.106 Satis Dasgupta of
Bankura defended the AICC non-committal stand on the same ground.107

It is true that the memorialists denounced the Award because it eclipsed
the Hindu preponderance in the Bengal legislature. Inevitably, this step
appeared to the Muslims as one derived from the parochial desire to
deprive a majority community of their due. Referring to this, Azad, a daily
publication from Dhaka, stated: ‘as the Mussalmans were given their
legitimate share under the Award, the Hindus irrespective of their prin-
ciples, were united to reverse the decision. This suggest [ed] that the
Hindus [would] never allow the Mussalmans to get what [was] due to
them’.108

Nonetheless, the Muslim leadership in Bengal found in the memorial-
ists potential allies among the Bengali Hindus for a post-election arrange-
ment which seemed highly improbable in view of the failure of the talks
between Jinnah and Prasad. The initiative came from A. H. Ghuznavi,
who, in a letter to B. C. Mahatab, expressed himself willing to open a dia-
logue with the Hindu leaders for the ‘communal settlement’, particularly
on the question of the ‘communal Award’.109 The all-India Muslim leader-
ship had backed this attempt. The Aga Khan in particular directed, as the
above letter shows, the Bengali leaders to go ahead with talks for a settle-
ment at the provincial level.110

The Ghuznavi proposal was a modified version of the abortive
Ghuznavi–Chatterjee Pact of 1933 (see above) in the sense that the new
draft emphasised that the seat distribution under the Award could cease
even earlier than ten years provided there was a mutual agreement
between the communities to that effect.111 B. C. Mahatab, President of the
Anti Communal Award Committee, not only responded favourably but
got the Ghuznavi proposal approved by the entire Committee at an emer-
gency meeting on the day he received the letter.112 In order to make it a
success, Mahatab tried to persuade B. C. Roy to have the proposal
accepted by the Bengal Congress.113 However, this was futile because the
latter declined on the ground that the Congress Nationalist Party, to which
Mahatab himself belonged, was instrumental in defeating the Congress
candidates in the 1934 Assembly elections and therefore no agreement
was possible with an anti-Congress organisation.114

Like the earlier Pact, this attempt failed. What brought the Hindu and
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Muslim leadership together, as the evidence shows, was not a sincere
effort to solve the communal problem, but the selfish desire to protect
their futures. For the Hindus, this was the last means of ensuring their
position in the new constitutional set-up because their earlier attempt to
have the Award rescinded by sending a memorial to the Secretary of State
had been abortive.115 The Muslim leadership, Ghuznavi in particular, con-
sented primarily because of the Hindu sponsored anti-Award agitation
which might, they apprehended, upset the Award. In his letter to
Mahatab, Ghuznavi mentioned that the talk was possible only with the
cession of anti-Award agitation by the Hindus.116 The proposed agreement
had another purpose. As the Bengal Governor anticipated, the discussion
was likely to be centred on ‘the question of equal shares in the ministry
and in government services’.117 Thus the talk aimed primarily at ‘post-
electoral’ arrangements. Ghuznavi’s initiative was, as explained by the
Governor, opportunistic, because the decision to come to an agreement
with the Hindus on the eve of the 1937 election was determined largely by
Ghuznavi’s desire to counter ‘the present generation of Dacca family [and]
the leaders of the United Muslim Party’ from which he extricated himself
at an early stage.118

Despite these and other divisions within the Muslim League leadership,
there was nonetheless a fundamental agreement that the Award should be
kept. Thus it was perfectly possible for Ghuznavi to attend the 1933
Howrah session of the All India Muslim League, which was attended not
only by Fazlul Haq (who was always critical of Ghuznavi for his associ-
ation ‘with the Calcutta based Marwari business community’)119 but also
by the leaders of the United Muslim party.120 Furthermore during the All
India Communal Award Conference of 1935, the fact that the Nawab of
Dhaka presided deterred neither Fazlul Haq nor Ghuznavi from active
participation.

Compared with this, the Bengal Congress suffered a great deal – first by
the Award itself, and second by the dissension among its members as a
result of the Congress High Command’s non-committal stand. As shown
above, the Award overrode the factional differences among the Bengal
Congressmen. Even J. C. Gupta, the leader of the Sengupta group, ‘trans-
ferred his allegiance’, as Anderson reported, ‘to Sarat Bose’121 in order to
strengthen the campaign, but what was gained thus could not compensate
the loss of B. C. Roy and K. S. Roy, whose drift towards the High
Command was quite apparent after the Bengal Congress’ decision not to
comply with the AICC. Not only was the Bengal Congress weakened as a
result of the formation of a solid pro-AICC faction; it was also handi-
capped because it lacked able leadership. Subhas Bose, the de facto leader
of the provincial Congress, was away; though he was in constant touch
with the BPCC and appreciated the steps it took to revoke the Award,
nothing happened.
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Bose totally rejected Award. To him, it was not an award but ‘a lesser
evil than the partition of Bengal’.122 ‘Instead of transferring power to the
Indians, this imperial device’, Bose argued, strengthened the authorities
‘by dividing India still further, so that the effect of the meager constitu-
tional reforms may be sufficiently neutralized’.123 By creating an artificial
division, he continued, the British government aimed at splitting the
Indian opposition in the Legislature. He believed that in devising such a
scheme, the authority attempted ‘to placate those elements – Moslem, for
instance, who according to the official estimate, are likely to be more pro-
British than others’.124 Thus it is clear that, for Bose, the Communal
Award was the result of divide et impera.

In Bose’s view, the High Command’s refusal to sanction agitation
against the Award was ‘dictated by the desire to placate Dr. Ansari and
the nationalist Muslims’. Since the nationalist Muslims consistently con-
demned the communal electorate, ‘how could’ they, he asked, ‘give up the
opposition on the occasion of the Award?’.125 However, Subhas’ idea was
not appreciated by the nationalist Muslims, who favoured rather than
opposed the system of electorate as given under the Communal Award.
Dr Ansari, for instance, explained that ‘the Congress knows that while a
large number of Hindus and Sikhs have taken strong exception to the
Communal Award, a considerable section of Mussalmans, Harijans and
Christians have accepted it for so long as an agreed substitute is found.
The Congress will always strive to help to find a national solution of the
question, but in my opinion such a solution of the question cannot be
found except by a Constituent Assembly convened to frame a national
constitution. Until then, the question of acceptance or rejection of the
mode or proportion of representation as aimed in the Award does not
arise’.126

Dr Syed Mahmud, Secretary to the AICC, was keener to reap the
benefit of the Award for his community. In a statement of 10 October
1937, he assured the Muslims that ‘the Congress may not have accepted
the Award in principle but has practically accepted all in its real effects
and thus the Muslims need not be scared’.127 Caught in contradictory
pressures, it seems fairly clear why the non-committal stand appeared to
the High Command to be the only feasible solution. Subhas, having
ignored the infighting within the Congress on the Award both at the
national and provincial levels, insisted that ‘at the time when the Congress
was committing a grave folly, it is the duty of all right-thinking men to
come forward and agitate against the Communal Award’.128 His objection
to the Award was not to its basis but to its effect. He would have approved
the seat distribution under the Award had it recognised Hindu representa-
tion according to the population in Bengal and Punjab, he claimed, as was
done regarding Muslim minorities in all provinces.129

With the approach of the 1937 election and the Congress decision to
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contest it, the question of the Communal Award became more important,
especially in Bengal, where the Sarat Bose-led provincial Congress
resolved not to comply with the non-committal stand. The All India Con-
gress leadership was still in a dilemma. In its 1936 Lucknow session, Con-
gress reiterated its rejection of the new constitution in its entirety. The
Nationalist Party suggested an amendment to add ‘including the Com-
munal Award’130 but was opposed by the Working Committee and was
defeated. Although in their public statements the Congress leaders con-
formed to the 1934 Bombay decision, in the Election manifesto issued by
the Congress Parliamentary Committee, it was hinted otherwise:

[T]he rejection in its entirety of the New Act by the Congress
inevitably involves the rejection of the Communal Award . . . the
communal decision is wholly unacceptable as being inconsistent
with independence and principles of democracy; . . . the attitude of
the Congress is, therefore, not one of indifference or neutrality. It
disapproves strongly of the communal decision and would like to
end it’.131

Although Congress wanted to fight the basis of the Award, paradoxically
in the same manifesto a ban was placed on ‘agitation against the communal
decision by the Congress organisation’.132 Accordingly, B. C. Roy, Presid-
ent of the Manifesto Committee, Bengal, issued the Bengal Congress
Manifesto, emphasising that ‘the [BPCC] Executive has resolved that con-
gressmen in the province, both Hindus and Mussalmans, shall take such
steps to end the Decision in order that this may be supplanted by an
agreed formula based on joint electorate and adult franchise’.133 This posi-
tion of the BPCC as explained by Roy underwent a complete change when
it was placed before the Executive Council on 2 September 1936. In the
resolutions, it was emphasised that though the BPCC appreciated the
AICC stand that ‘rejection of the New Act involved rejection of Com-
munal Decision’, it condemned simultaneously ‘the ban on agitation
against the Award by Congress organisations’. The Council thus insisted
that ‘it is the duty of the provincial Congress organisation. . . to carry on
agitation both in and outside the legislature for the rejection of the Com-
munal Decision’.134

The Congress President, Nehru, though admitting ‘how hard Bengal
[had] been hit by the communal decision’,135 never approved of agitation
against the Award.136 Later, in a letter to Jagat Narayan Lal of the Nation-
alist Party, he explained the Congress decision banning agitation in the
following terms (emphasis added):

Firstly, the primary consideration for us should always be the
issue of independence. Everything should be judged from that
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point of view . . . The Congress wishes to avoid any activity which
diverts attention from the main to the other matters. Such other
matters which fit in with the larger issue, then it should be pressed
with all vigor. When owing to various factors, it does not fit in, a
special agitation based on it will injure the larger cause by making
it appear that we are really thinking in terms of changes within the
framework of the New Act, that is British imperialism. Secondly,
the agitation would depend on internal situation. It may be that an
agitation, say carried in the main by the Hindus, leads to a rival
agitation in favour of the ‘Award’ carried in the main by the
Muslims. This results in creating a situation in favour of the reten-
tion of the ‘Award’, for such a conflict is inevitably exploited by
the British Government against us. Therefore the idea of one-sided
agitation is not favoured by the Congress.137

Having disregarded the AICC direction, Sarat Bose asserted that the
Provincial Parliamentary Committee ‘will run the candidates on the basis
of the Executive Council resolution of 2 September’, which, he thought,
was ‘in no way inconsistent with the Manifesto of the AICC’.138

The Congress High Command was stubborn too. Patel, president of the
AICC Parliamentary Committee, in his zeal to assert AICC authority
threatened to refuse Congress nomination to the candidates in Bengal
until the BPCC rescinded the above Executive resolution.139 The BPPC
retaliated equally strongly. At its Parliamentary Committee meeting on 8
November, the BPCC adopted a resolution depriving the Working Com-
mittee of its power of nominating candidates.140 Besides this open chal-
lenge to the AICC, Sarat Bose also decided to offer nomination to the
Nationalist Party members because ‘the Party in Bengal consists of con-
gressmen only’.141 Nehru wanted Sarat to revoke the decision because ‘this
Party is a part of the larger Nationalist Party which does not consist of
Congressmen only and which is carrying on in some places a violent cam-
paign against the Congress’.142 The plea was ignored by Sarat Bose. The
Nationalist Party members, Dinesh Chakravarti, Indra Narayan Sen,
Chapala Bhattacharyya and Birendra Majumdar, were still in the BPCC
and had, as K. S. Roy reported to Nehru, a major role in the formulation
of the above controversial resolution.143 Especially after the adoption of
the above resolution, the Congress High Command, and Nehru in particu-
lar, seemed to have believed that the Nationalist Party swallowed the Con-
gress: ‘[Bengal Congressmen] were gradually converting themselves into a
Nationalist Party’.144 Nehru’s apprehension was unfounded. As a National-
ist Party circular shows, it was decided by the Nationalist Party at its exec-
utive meeting of 22 November that since the objectives of both the BPCC
and the Nationalists were identical and half of the nominated members to
the AICC from Bengal belonged to the Nationalist Party, merger with the
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Bengal Congress was highly appropriate.145 This decision was perhaps due
to the formal approval of Nehru who, at a general meeting of the BPCC
on 8 November, supported a resolution ‘sanctioning organizational agita-
tion against the award as a part of the new constitution’. It was further
decided that this resolution ‘would be included in the Election Manifesto
as the supplementary Manifesto for the province’.146 In view of the seces-
sion of some prominent congressmen from the BPCC, it was probably a
strategic gesture on the part of the High Command to prevent further
split. Nehru’s approbation of an agitation led to strong criticism in the
Congress press. The Kaiser-I-Hind, a Bombay daily, for instance, charac-
terised the AICC decision as an unconditional surrender to ‘an arch rebel
who not only defied the Congress resolution on Communal Award but
also set up a strong agitation in Bengal . . . allying himself with the most
reactionary communal groups in that province’. This was, it continued,
‘nothing but stabbing Gandhi in the dark’.147

1937 election

The election results were, given the ‘separate electorate’, predetermined.
What is interesting is the apparent division in the Muslim camp. It was
apparent because though the United Muslim Party (which represented the
Muslim League in Bengal) and the KPP contested separately, they did not
fight each other in the constituencies allotted to the Muslims, with two
exceptions.148

Compared to its competitors, the Bengal Congress was better
equipped. Since factional differences were patched up for the time being,
the Congress was, as the Governor thought, ‘the only organized and well
established political party in Bengal’.149 Among the Congress ‘right
wingers, Nalini Ranjan Sarkar of the Bengal Chamber of Commerce
could be effective in gathering support’ provided, the Governor argued,
he succeeded ‘in winning both the Roys (i.e. B. C. Roy and K. S. Roy)’.150

Apart from these two groups, there were non-Congress caste Hindus and
Scheduled Castes. Among the former, B. P. Singh Roy, a Mymensingh
landlord, and M. N. Chowdhury, Maharaja of Santosh, were individuals
of some influence. The Governor anticipated that they would form a
coalition with the British India Association.151 As regards the latter, the
Governor, while writing to the Viceroy, mentioned that since the Sched-
uled Castes had no recognised leader, the majority of them would ally
themselves with the ‘Muslims whose interests like theirs are pre-
dominantly rural; the rest would be divided between the Congress and
independents’.152

The election results reflected the diversity of the political groupings in
terms of their respective shares in the newly constituted Bengal Legislative
Assembly (see Table 2.4).
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Out of the newly franchised 6695483 voters,153 41 per cent154 exercised
their suffrage. Of the total Hindu votes, only 61.4 per cent were cast their
votes; the percentage of the total possible Muslim votes cast was remark-
ably high at 85 per cent. The Muslims responded zealously; in terms of
putting up candidates they were far ahead. In the case of the Muslims, the
proportion of candidates to seats was almost 3 : 1 (342 candidates for 117
seats), while in regard to the Hindus it was just above 2 :1 (193 candidates
for 80 seats).

Concluding observations

The Communal Award of 1932 was the culmination of a debate that began
with the Morley–Minto Reform of 1909 over the question of ‘separate’
versus ‘joint’ electorates for the principal communities, Hindus and
Muslims. The reason why Muslims insisted on a ‘separate’ electorate can
be located in the Congress’ failure to absorb the Muslims into the nation-
alist movement. The Muslim demand for a separate electorate was born
out of suspicion and distrust of the Congress as the sole representative
political organisation of India. In Bengal, the electoral controversy was
compounded by peculiar socio-economic conditions: the majority of the
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Table 2.4 Election results, 1937

Parties and groupings Number of seats

1 Congress (including one independent 43
Hindu):

Scheduled Castes: 7
Labour 4

2 Hindu Nationalists: 3
(caste Hindus)

3 Hindu Sabha: 2
(Scheduled Castes)

4 Independent Hindus
Caste Hindus: 14
Scheduled Castes: 23

5 Muslim League: 39
6 Proja Party: 40
7 Independent Muslims: 42
8 European: 25
9 Anglo-Indians: 4

10 Indian Christians: 2

Total 248*

Source: IOR, R/3/2/2, Anderson to Linlithgow, 8/2/1937.

Note
*Two by-elections were pending.



landlords were Hindus, the majority of peasants Muslims. Once the
Muslims were drawn to this peculiar feature of rural Bengal, the division
assumed a political significance to which none of the Congress leaders paid
attention. The Congress was never able to devise a strategy to counter
Muslim apprehension. In part, at least, this was true because the Bengal
Congress had long been dominated by rentier Hindus. When these nation-
alists were forced to choose between their opposition to foreign rule and
the loss of their long-standing social and economic class interests, most of
them opted for protection of these class interests. Presumably this would
have held true had the tenants and raiyats been fellow Hindus. The fact
that most of them were Muslims made it easier for the Government to use
the ‘divide and rule’ strategy.

Though the idea of separatism, which was stated clearly by the Muslim
League in its Lahore resolution of 1940 demanding a separate Muslim
homeland, was given a concrete shape in the Communal Award, it was not
a new idea. The spirit of ‘separatism’ could be traced back to the 1916
Lucknow Pact. C. R. Das’s Bengal Pact consolidated it by guaranteeing
concessions to the Muslims for their uplift. The leadership did not perceive
the fragility of agreements at the elite level, given the deep-rooted differ-
ences between the two principal communities in rural Bengal. Thus what
prepared the ground for a separate Muslim state was not the failure of
both the Hindu and Muslim leaderships to adopt an appropriate pro-
gramme neutralising ‘separatist’ ideas but the socio-economic reality,
which not only gave meaning to the divisive tendencies but also consoli-
dated them.

Notes
1 Gallagher 1973: 615.
2 Seal 1973: 343.
3 West Bengal State Archives (WBSA), Home-Poll 689 (1–3)/1933, note on the

report of the Commissioners’ Conference, 1933, by the Commissioner, Chit-
tagong, no date.

4 National Archives of India (NAI), Home-Poll 41/1/1932, note to the Commis-
sioners and Collectors by the Government of India, no date.

5 IOR, L/PO/46 (ii). The Prime Minister, Ramsay Macdonald was quoted in the
memorandum submitted by the Secretary of State to the Cabinet Policy Com-
mittee, 11/3/1932.

6 IOR, L/PO/78 (i) PM’s statement for release in the afternoon of Tuesday, 16
August 1932 in time for preparation for publication in morning newspapers of
Wednesday 17 August 1932.

7 Ibid.
8 IOR, L/PO/49 (ii), Lothian to the Viceroy, 8 August 1932.
9 IOR, CMD 2360, Vol. XVI, memorandum by A. K. Ghuznavi, p. 188.

10 IOR, L/PO/48 (ii) Muslim demands, including fourteen points of Jinnah, were
placed at the open meeting of the All India Muslim League at Delhi in March
1929.

T H E  C O M M U N A L  A W A R D  A N D  I T S  I M P L I C A T I O N S

79



11 A memorandum to Samuel Hoare, Secretary of State, by the Aga Khan,
enclosed with the letter of 2 March 1932.

12 Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi (NMML), AICC, 2/1928,
Subhas Chandra Bose to Motilal Nehru, 12 July 1928.

13 Ibid.
14 Haque 1931.
15 Haque 1931: 10–15.
16 The entire discussion is based on Haque 1931: 6–11.
17 All Parties Conference 1928, p. 11.
18 Haque 1931: 11.
19 The Star of India, 19 December 1933.
20 NMML, Hindu Mahasabha Papers (HMP), Madan Mohan Malaviya to Amar

Nath Majumdar, 18 February 1934.
21 Bose 1964: 290–1.
22 IOR, L/PO/78 (i), Tgm. From the Secretary of State to the Viceroy, 8 Septem-

ber 1932. It is believed that the secret letter of B. R. Ambedkar to the Aga
Khan of 17 April 1932 influenced the PM’s decision to a large extent. Ambed-
kar wrote, ‘the depressed classes have in your Highness their best friend and
staunchest support of their claims and I have no doubt that your Highness will
exercise all [his] influence with Sir Samuel Hoare and the Prime Minister in
favour of a decision which will do justice to them. See IOR, L/PO/48 (i)
Ambedkar to Aga Khan, 17 April 1932.

23 Ibid, Gandhi to Macdonald, 8 September 1932.
24 Ibid, Prime Minister to Gandhi, 18 September 1932.
25 IOR, L/PO/78 (ii) Poona Pact, 1932.
26 IOR, L/PO/48, secret Cabinet Minutes, C. I. 32 (2), 11 March 1932.
27 IOR, L/PO/49 (iii), Bengal Governor to Viceroy, 5 May 1932.
28 IOR, L/PO/49 (ii), Tgm., Bengal Governor to the Secretary of State, Samuel

Hoare, 7 June 1932.
29 Page 1982: 256.
30 IOR, L/PO/49 (ii), Tgm., Viceroy (Willingdon) to Samuel Hoare, 14 June

1932.
31 IOR, Templewood Collection, Eur 240/5, Willingdon to Hoare, 10 July 1932.
32 IOR, L/PO/49 (i), Tgm., Bengal Governor to Viceroy, 20 July 1932.
33 Ibid.
34 IOR, L/PO/49 (i), Tgm., Bengal Governor to Viceroy, 29 July 1932.
35 Ibid.
36 IOR, L/PO/49 (ii) Prime Minister to Secretary of State, 21 July 1932.
37 CSASC, Benthall Papers, suggested solution to the communal question in

Bengal by Benthall, 21 January 1931.
38 Ibid.
39 IOR, L/PO/48 (i), memorandum presented by Samuel Hoare to the Cabinet

Committee, India Round Table Conference (printed), 9 November 1931.
40 IOR, L/PO/49 (i), Tgm., Bengal Governor to the Viceroy, 26 July 1932.
41 Benthall Papers, Benthall’s diary notes, 28 August 1932.
42 IOR, L/PO/49 (iii), a brief analysis of the Indian Franchise Committee Report

with a few criticism by the Hon’ble Alhedy Sir Abdul Karim Ghuznavi,
member, Bengal Government.

43 Ibid.
44 NAI, Home-Poll 41/4/1932, Tgm., Bengal Governor to Viceroy, 25 August

1932.
45 Ibid.

T H E  C O M M U N A L  A W A R D  A N D  I T S  I M P L I C A T I O N S

80



46 A. K. Fazlul Haq’s speech on the special session of the All India Muslim
League, Calcutta, 1938 (Pirzada 1970: 286).

47 Ahmad 1970: 83.
48 NAI, Home-Poll 41/4/1932, C. C. Garbett to Viceroy, 24 September 1932.
49 IOR, L/PJ/7/305, R. Ahmad to Secretary of State, 9 April 1932.
50 Pirzada 1970: 203.
51 Indian Annual Register (IAR), Vol. 1, 1935, presidential address, p. 326.
52 Ibid. resolution no. 1.
53 IOR, L/PO/49 (ii), a further note by P. C. Mitter on the Indian Franchise

Committee Report, 8 June 1932.
54 Ibid.
55 NAI, Home-Poll 41/4/1932, resolutions of the meeting at Town Hall, 4 Sep-

tember 1932.
56 Ibid, Gilchrist to Viceroy, 16 June 1932.
57 NMML, M. S. Aney Papers, draft report of the Committee of Unity Confer-

ence, Allahabad, 3–17 November 1932.
58 Ibid, a note by Madan Mohan Malaviya, 4 November 1932.
59 Azad, Editorial, 19 November 1932.
60 Cited in A. D. Chakarvarti and C. Bhattacharya, Congress Policy on Com-

munal Award, The Congress Nationalist Party, Bengal, August 1939, p. 125
(emphasis added).

61 NMML, Aney Papers, Gandhi to Aney, 12 July 1932.
62 See Appendix A in D. Chakravarti and C. Bhattacharya, Congress Policy on

Communal Award, The Congress Nationalists Party, Bengal, August 1939,
p. 127.

63 NMML, AICC, G24/1934–36, resolutions adopted in the anti-Communal
Award Conference, Bombay, 25 October 1934.

64 Ibid.
65 NMML, AICC, G24/1934–36, Tgms., from Barisal, Chittagong, 7 September

1934, Mymensingh, Birbhum, Hili and Khulna, 8 September 1934. See also
G23-24/1934–36, Tgms., from Noakhali, Dacca, 24 August 1934 and Pabna, 27
August 1934.

66 NMML, AICC, g24/1934–36, Satish Mishra to the Congress Working Commit-
tee, 26 August 1934.

67 Ibid., Nitish Nath Kundu, Vice President, Dinajpur DCC to Vallabhai Patel, 4
September 1934.

68 NMML, B. C. Roy Papers, B. C. Roy to Gandhi, 22 August 1934 and Gandhi’s
reply, 30 August 1934.

69 National Archives of India, new Delhi (NAI), M. R. Jayakar Papers, File No.
142, Zetland’s letter to M. R. Jayakar, 30 May 1933.

70 IOR, L/PO/78 (ii), an extract from a private letter from Willingdon to Samuel
Hoare, 15 January 1933.

71 IAR, Vol. 1, 1934, The Manifesto, issued by the representative Hindus of
Bengal, Calcutta, 7 January 1934.

72 NMML, B. C. Roy Papers, B. C. Roy to Vallabhbhai Patel, 7 September 1934.
73 NAI, RPP, 1/35, AICC report, Allahabad, 28 February 1935, The Congress

and the Communal Award.
74 IAR, Vol. II, 1934, p. 319.
75 NMML, AICC, G65/37, Rajendra Prasad’s Diary Notes, 28 February 1935.
76 Ibid., notes of conversation held between M. A. Jinnah and Rajendra Prasad

on 28 January 1935 at Ashoka Road, New Delhi between 2.30 and 3.30 pm.
77 Ibid., notes of conversation on 31 January 1935.

T H E  C O M M U N A L  A W A R D  A N D  I T S  I M P L I C A T I O N S

81



78 Ibid.
79 Ibid., notes of conversation between Madan Mohan Malaviya on the one side

and Patel, Bhulabhai Desai and Prasad on the other, 31 January 1935.
80 Ibid., notes of conversation between Jinnah and Prasad, 13 and 14 February

1935.
81 NAI, RPP, III/35, Tgm., Indra Narayan Sen to Prasad, 15 February 1935.
82 Ibid., Reddy to Prasad, 17 February 1935.
83 Ibid., Vol. IV, 1935, Prasad’s daily notes, 17 February 1935.
84 IAR, Vol. I, 1935, p. 314 (a)
85 Ibid., p. 325.
86 IAR, Vol. I, 1935, p. 328.
87 Ibid.
88 NAI, RPP, IV/35, Joint Statement of Prasad and Jinnah, 1 March 1935.
89 IOR, L/PO/49 (ii), The Communal Settlement Report by John Lothian,

18 July 1932.
90 Nehru 1941: 576.
91 Gandhi was quoted in The Modern Review, Vol. LXVII, No. 3, March 1940,

p. 362.
92 Liberty, 18 August 1932.
93 Advance, 18 February 1932.
94 Amrita Bazar Patrika (ABP), 23 September 1933.
95 NAI, RPP IV/36, K. S. Roy to Jawaharlal Nehru, 6 August 1936.
96 NMML, S. M. Ghosh (Oral Transcript), p. 305.
97 Subhas Chandra Bose to the Secretary, BPCC, 29 July, 1935 – cited in D.

Chakravarti and C. Bhattacharya, The Congress Policy on the Communal
Award, p. 26.

98 NMML, HMP, C/8, N. N. Das to Indra Narayan Sen, General Secretary, Con-
gress Nationalist Party, Bengal, 24 August 1935.

99 ABP, 16 November 1936.
100 NMML, HMP, C/8, a copy of the memorial signed by 126 individuals includ-

ing retired District Magistrate, editors of the newspapers, representative
Hindu leaders, Chairmen of the municipalities and members of the Bengal
Legislative Council.

101 Ibid.
102 Ibid.
103 Ibid., a circular to the districts, signed by R. K. Mukherjee and T. C.

Goswami, 5 June 1936.
104 Ibid., replies from the districts, 11 June, 13 June and 14 June 1935.
105 Ibid., an anonymous letter to R. K. Mukherjee, 14 June 1936.
106 Ibid.
107 NMML, AICC G24/1934–36, Satis Dasgupta to Jawaharlal Nehru, 7 June

1936.
108 Azad, 18 June 1936.
109 IOR, L/PO/40, A. K. Ghuznavi to B. C. Mahatab, 17 December 1936.
110 Ibid.
111 Ibid.
112 IOR, L/PO/40, Mahatab to Ghuznavi, 18 December 1936.
113 NMML, B. C. Roy Papers, Mahatab to Roy, 18 December 1936.
114 Ibid. Roy to Mahatab, 22 December 1936.
115 IOR, L/PO/40, Zetland to Mahatab, 22 June 1936.
116 Ibid. Ghuznavi to Mahatab, 17 December 1936.
117 IOR, R/3/3/2, Bengal Governor to Linlithgow, 17 December 1936.

T H E  C O M M U N A L  A W A R D  A N D  I T S  I M P L I C A T I O N S

82



118 Ibid.
119 Ibid.
120 Pirzada (no date), Foundations of Pakistan, Vol. II, p. 194.
121 IOR, R/3/3/2, Bengal Governor to Viceroy, 31 December 1936.
122 Subhas Chandra Bose was reluctant to call it an Award. To him, it was ‘a

lesser evil than the partition of Bengal’. See Sharma 1938: 25.
123 Bose 1964: 288.
124 Bose 1964: 289.
125 RPP, IV/36, Bose to the Secretary, BPCC, 29 July 1935.
126 IAR, Vol. I, 1935, Ansari’s press statement, 21 May 1934, p. 296.
127 D. Chakravarti and C. Bhattacharya, The Congress Policy on the Communal

Award, p. 38.
128 RPP, IV/1936, Bose to the Secretary, BPCC, 29 July 1935.
129 Subhas Chandra Bose, IS, p. 288.
130 D. Chakravarti and C. Bhattacharya, The Congress Policy on the Communal

Award, p. 29.
131 NMML, AICC, 24/1936, The Congress Election Manifesto, 1937.
132 Ibid. (emphasis added).
133 Ibid. B. C. Roy issued the Bengal Congress Manifesto, 1 October 1936.
134 Ibid. a copy of the resolution, adopted on 2 September 1936.
135 NMML, AICC P6/Part 1/1936, Jawaharlal Nehru to the BPCC Secretary,

Suresh Chandra Majumdar, 6 August 1936.
136 NMML, AICC, 24/1936, Jawaharlal Nehru to Sarat Bose, 26 September

1936.
137 Ibid., Jawaharlal Nehru to Jagat Narayan Lal, 30 September 1936.
138 Ibid., Sarat Bose to Jawaharlal Nehru, 19 September 1936.
139 NMML, AICC G24/1936, Vallabhbhai Patel to B. C. Roy, 9 October 1936.

The content of this letter was quoted in D. Chakravarti and C. Bhattacharya,
The Congress Policy on the Communal Award, p. 15.

140 NMML, B. C. Roy Papers, the resolution of the Parliamentary Committee,
8 November 1936.

141 NMML, AICC, P6/Part II/1936, Sarat Bose to Jawaharlal Nehru, 7 August
1936.

142 Ibid., Jawaharlal Nehru to Sarat Bose, 14 August 1936.
143 Ibid., K. S. Roy to Jawaharlal Nehru, 6 August 1936.
144 NMML, AICC, 24/1936, Jawaharlal Nehru to Sarat Bose, 4 October 1936.
145 NMML, B. C. Roy Papers, File No. 39, the Nationalist Party Circular Nation-

alist Party’s Attitude, BPCC and the Award: The Basis for Collaboration, 22
November 1936.

146 D. Chakravarti and C. Bhattacharya, The Congress Policy on the Communal
Award, p. 15.

147 NMML, AICC, E7/1/Part I/1937, excerpts from The Kaiser-I-Hind, Bombay, 6
June 1937.

148 IOR, R/3/2/2, Bengal Governor to Linlithgow, 6 March 1937.
149 Ibid., R/3/2/2, Bengal Governor to Linlithgow, 3 December 1937.
150 Ibid.
151 Ibid.
152 Ibid.
153 NAI, F120/33, Qualification of Electorates: (a) payment of not less than 6

annas chaukidari tax or 8 annas municipal tax of fee, (b) having passed the
matriculation or the school leaving certificate or an examination accepted by
the local government as equivalent, (c) being a wife of a person but will be on

T H E  C O M M U N A L  A W A R D  A N D  I T S  I M P L I C A T I O N S

83



the roll during the widowhood or until remarriage when she will cease to be
qualified in respect of her late husband, (d) assessment of income tax and (e)
being a retired, pensioned or discharged officer, non-commissioned officer or
soldier of His Majesty’s regular forces.

154 IOR, CMD 5589, Vol. XXI, 1937, Election Results, p. 12.

T H E  C O M M U N A L  A W A R D  A N D  I T S  I M P L I C A T I O N S

84



3

POLITICS OF
ACCOMMODATION AND

CONFRONTATION

The second partition of Bengal

Even after more than half a century, the 1947 second partition of Bengal
continues to baffle the historians. There are multiple reasons. One of them
is certainly the complexity of the processes that finally led to the emer-
gence of a new nation following the Radcliffe Award. Apart from the
British, who indulged in divide-et-impera for obvious reasons,1 the Hindus
and Muslims had also played significant roles in formally articulating the
schism between them. Thus the story that gradually unfolded is multi-
dimensional. The other factor defying a more or less agreed explanation is
the radical transformation of the socio-economic milieu of Bengal that
underwent a dramatic metamorphosis in the context of British rule. The
environment in which the Hindu–Muslim chasm was articulated is also
crucial. It is therefore historically inaccurate to suggest that the Bengal
partition was simply the outcome of the movement launched by the
Shyama Prasad Mookherjee-led Hindu Mahasabha in December 1946,
when the Bengal Partition League was formed. It may be argued that the
movement gained momentum probably because of a conducive environ-
ment in which the so-called communal slogans had an easy acceptance
among those who fought Lord Curzon when he sought to divide Bengal in
1905. The reasons for the success of the movement for the second partition
in 1947 thus lie in the changing socio-economic and cultural circumstances
sustaining and strengthening the segregated Hindu and Muslim identities.
The most significant development that decisively shaped Bengal politics in
the decades before the second partition was undoubtedly the emergence
of Muslims as a distinct socio-cultural group, and their importance in the
political arena with the introduction of the 1932 Communal Award.

What is also striking is the changing perception of Hindus, who no
longer remained as significant in the provincial politics as before.
Although the role of the Muslim League was peripheral in popularising
the demand for Pakistan, the Congress had, at least by the late 1930s,
nonetheless become a party supporting the Hindu landlord as opposed to
the Muslim peasants. In the absence of a class-based ideology, Islam
appeared to have provided the Muslim peasants with a unifying principle

85



against the landlords, who were mostly Hindus. Religion continued to
remain significant in Bengal. In the movement against the first partition,
its role was tempered by underlining the Bengali identity that nearly evap-
orated in the context of the second partition. What replaced the Bengali
identity was the communal identity of the Bengalis who now preferred to
be identified as Hindus or Muslims. This is, however, not suprising when
observing the historical processes of the period that finally culminated in
the vivisection of Bengal.

There are two crucial questions that need to be addressed to grasp the
second partition. First, how is it possible to account for the changing polit-
ical stance of the Bengali leadership, who agreed to accept partition as the
best possible solution under those circumstances? What is conspicuous is
that the movement for partition gained remarkable momentum once the
campaign for a united Bengal took off.2 As this movement was jointly
organised by the League and the leading Congressmen of Bengal, like
Sarat Bose and K. S. Roy, it was potentially strong enough to launch an
effective campaign. That the united Bengal movement was a ploy, as the
evidence suggests, to create ‘a greater Pakistan’ may have significantly
damaged its potential. This was a catalyst presumably because of the pro-
Muslim policies, consistently followed by the Bengal ministry since 1937.
Thus what accounts for ‘the shift from nationalism to communalism’ is not
due to the preoccupation of the Bengali bhadrolok’s with ‘narrower and
more parochial concerns’,3 but the apprehension of a hegemonic rule
drawing exclusively upon Islam. The second equally significant issue –
which is, in fact, a follow-up of the first – concerns the role of the national
leadership, the Congress and the League High Command in the Bengal
partition. The Bengal Congress was sharply divided into those supporting
the united Bengal movement and those who opposed it. Once the partition
plan was approved by a majority of the Congress MLAs, in the aftermath
of the 3 June announcement, the only option for the Congress High
Command was to negotiate with the British government for division of the
province following its demographic composition.4 As a result, the provin-
cial wing of the Congress never became a crucial actor in the transfer of
power. Similarly, the Bengal Provincial Muslim League continued to
remain probably the most powerful factor in Jinnah’s campaign for Pak-
istan, and yet it hardly had any significant role in his negotiation with the
British. Always subservient, the Bengal counterpart of the League was
conveniently utilised by Jinnah to attain his goal of a separate Muslim
homeland. The irony of history is that the provincial wings of both the
League and the Congress appeared to be peripheral in the final negotia-
tions with the British for the transfer of power, when Bengal was sacrificed
to fulfil an agenda to which they hardly contributed.5

Given the complexity of the processes that finally led to the fragmenta-
tion of Bengal in 1947, the second partition is probably the most important
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episode at a critical juncture of India’s socio-political history. In dividing
Bengal, apart from the role of the colonial power, the League was as much
responsible as the Congress. Attributing partition largely to Hindu com-
munalists is, therefore, historically inaccurate and factually wrong. The
primary aim of this chapter is to unravel the processes that unfolded in the
decades before partition in which Hindus and Muslims emerged as
competing blocs for power and privileges. The chapter also argues that
partition was probably unavoidable in view of the well-nurtured socio-
economic processes that placed Hindus and Muslims in watertight com-
partments at the grassroots long before this was articulated at the
institutional level of politics.

The first and second partitions contrasted

Historians seeking to explain the second partition of Bengal generally
begin by contrasting it with the 1905 partition.6 What was puzzling to
Nirad Chaudhuri was that ‘the same class of Hindus who opposed Lord
Curzon’s partition have now themselves brought about a second partition
of their country’ which he explained as an example of ‘inconsistency of a
politically incompetent and emotionally unstable class’.7 Presumably to
identify the startling contrast in the articulation of the movement against
the division, historians tend to underplay the context of these movements.
The Swadeshi movement was organised to annul the Bengal partition,
which was allegedly a sinister imperial design to cripple the Bengal-led
nationalist movement. As the evidence shows, though it was announced as
an administrative device,8 it drew upon the concern for containing the rev-
olutionary terrorist movement seeking to undermine the Raj. None other
than Minto, the successor of Curzon, expressed clearly the basic objective
of the partition plan by saying that partition ‘should and must be main-
tained since the diminution of the power of Bengali political agitation will
assist to remove a serious cause of anxiety. . . . It is the growing power of a
population with great intellectual gifts and a talent for making itself heard
[which] is not unlikely to influence public opinion at home most mischie-
vously’.9

The comparison is valid so long as it is confined to the organisation of
the movement. The Swadeshi Movement was an example where the
schism between the principal communities did not figure prominently, pre-
sumably because Muslims did not emerge as an independent community
to challenge the Hindus. As a result, the anti-partition campaign attained
success and the partition was annulled. Although ‘the Swadeshi movement
. . . produced an explicit rhetoric of Hindu–Muslim unity as part of its
evocation of nationhood, . . . the nationalist imagination that flourished . . .
actually naturalised a conception of nation . . . that was quite distinctly
Hindu’.10 The second partition took place when the Muslims emerged as a
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competing community due to a specific unfolding of history also involving
an alien power that manipulated the religious division to its advantage.
Thus it would be inaccurate to understate the importance of those factors,
which for obvious historical reasons were simply non-existent when the
1905 anti-partition movement was organised. It is important also to grasp
the processes that led to the growth of Muslims as a distinct community,
and the failure of the Hindu political leadership to anticipate the circum-
stances following the revocation of partition in 1908. Thus the roots of the
1947 vivisection of the province lay not merely in the movement demand-
ing partition, as Joya Chatterji seems to suggest,11 but also in the period
that unfolded in a rather complex fashion during which the role of the
British government was equally significant. The comparison is further
flawed because the nature of communalism had also undergone changes. It
is true that the campaign opposing the 1905 partition drew largely upon
the Hindu-centred slogans and imageries.12 All these gestures were, as
Rafiuddin Ahmed has shown, ‘repellent to the Muslims, now distinctly
conscious of their Islamic identity’.13 It would, however, be wrong to
surmise that the Hindu-centric nation14 that was sought to be constructed
was anti-Muslim. Muslims were very much a part of the nation that was
likely to be crippled if Curzon’s design was not altogether shelved. The
situation was not, however, the same as soon as the Muslims’ demographic
preponderance became a crucial factor in determining the distribution of
governmental power following the acceptance of the 1932 Communal
Award. Two processes were at work. On the one hand, the imperial legis-
lative decision based on demography undoubtedly contributed to the
growth of Muslims as a competing power in provincial institutional poli-
tics. Once in power, their representatives adopted several plans and pro-
grammes to ameliorate ‘the conditions of the Muslims, exploited over
generations by the Hindus’.15 The legislative acts, as seen below, were
probably aimed at the Hindu vested interests but, given the circumstances,
they were articulated as ‘deliberate attempts to ruin the Hindus as a race’.
The interpretation gained ground in an environment where the Hindu
communalists, active on the political scene in the 1930s and 1940s, were
engaged in organising the Hindus essentially on sectarian issues. There
seems to have been a polarisation of interests, and Hindus, just like the
Muslims, appeared to have accepted the Hindu communalists as being
capable of protecting the interests of ‘a dying race’. As P. K. Dutta argues,
the rise and strengthening of a Hindu bloc in the 1920s in Bengal drew
largely upon what was defined as ‘the communal common sense of dying
Hindu’.16 The Hindu demographic strength was certain to decline, as the
argument goes, in view of the proliferation of Muslims due to reasons con-
nected with their social system. The fear of being outnumbered by the
Muslims appeared to be an effective instrument for those engaged in
mobilisation for an exclusive Hindu constituency. Equally important was
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the process that led to the construction of a Muslim bloc and consequently
the ‘othering’ of the Hindus. With their economic prosperity at the grass-
roots through jute cultivation, Muslims gradually emerged as key players
in ‘high politics’, and demands were placed for reservations for seats for
the community in educational institutions and government employment.
Since the progress of people is evidenced ‘by the increase of wealth and
knowledge’,17 several leading Muslim intellectuals of various districts con-
stantly emphasised on the necessity of material improvement for their
community.

The other process that was equally significant in the rise of Muslims as a
separate community unfolded with the efforts to seriously cultivate their
distinctiveness, drawing exclusively on their exclusive religious identity.
For instance, the effort of the Bengali Muslim intellectuals to islamise
Bengal, probably with a view to showing a cultural affinity with Muslims
elsewhere, is striking. Thus religious identity was further consolidated by
creating a language rooted in Islamic tradition. This had obvious political
repercussions, and the Hindu communal forces lost no opportunity in util-
ising this campaign to gain further in rural Bengal. There is a third reason
why the comparison was untenable. The 1905 division was, at least on the
surface, an administrative device to partition the province of Bengal.
Though divided, Bengal was as much a part of a country as was the pro-
posed province of east Bengal. Drawing upon the cultural homogeneity,
the anti-partition movement consolidated the nation that was constructed
around the distinctive identity of Bengal. The second partition was under-
taken in a completely different situation. It was a political decision,
executed by those who presided over India’s destiny at a very critical junc-
ture of her history. It was not the division of a province but division of a
country, and east Bengal became part of a new nation, Pakistan. The
analogy with the first partition therefore appears to be overstretched,
because the 1947 partition was the culmination of a process that derived its
sustenance from Jinnah’s two-nation theory. In other words, that Hindus
and Muslims were diametrically opposing nations was formally articulated
in 1947 by creating two sovereign nation-states primarily on the basis of
religion. This was an event in which (apart from the British) both the Con-
gress and the Muslim League had significant roles, despite the opposition
of the former to Jinnah’s conceptualisation of Muslims as a separate
nation.

The Muslim hegemony in the institutional arena

Until the 1935 Government of India Act was promulgated, the Hindus
were the dominant force in all the institutional bases of power in Bengal,
and so Hindu hegemony developed throughout the province, thus alienat-
ing Muslims from them and aggravating communal animosities. The 1935
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Act changed the situation radically by recognising the numerical majority
as the likely source of political power at the provincial level. As a result,
the Muslims in Bengal, by sheer demographic preponderance over the
Hindus, captured the institutions of power, patronage and influence.

Having achieved this, the Muslim leadership (the KPP and the Muslim
League) adopted policies and programmes to counteract Hindu prepon-
derance in all walks of life. These policies aimed ostensibly to redress the
grievances of the Muslim masses as well as educated Muslims. The legis-
lative acts and their implementation during the period are illustrative of
this. For instance, the adopted tenancy legislations were aimed at protect-
ing the Muslim intermediary landed interests. Similarly, in urban areas the
Muslim leadership sought to ensure jobs for the newly emerging educated
middle-class Muslims.

In the aftermath of the 1937 elections, the failure of an agreement
between the KPP and the Congress contributed to the formation of a
coalition ministry led by the KPP and the Muslim League. Once in power
the ministry took some legislative steps, ostensibly to ameliorate the con-
ditions of the Muslims. In a situation where Muslims constituted a major-
ity but lived under the socio-economic domination of the Hindu majority,
any attempt to improve the conditions of the former was bound to
provoke opposition from the Hindus. When the Bengal Tenancy (Amend-
ment) Act (1938), for instance, abolished abwabs, the landlord’s transfer
fee, and their right of pre-emption, and the Bengal Agricultural Debtors
Act (1939) established arbitration boards to enable the debtors to obtain
moratoriums, Hindu politicians both within and outside the legislature
characterised them as well-engineered devices to squash the Hindus.18

Both these legislations aimed at improving the conditions of Muslim peas-
ants, who suffered due to the illegal exaction of the zamindars, a majority
of whom were Hindus. Given the communally charged atmosphere, the
class division between the landlords and the cultivators acquired a com-
munal colour. The reaction was similar when the Bengal Money-Lenders
Act (1940) was promulgated. By fixing rates of interest, abolishing com-
pound interest and providing for repayment of loans by instalments, the
Act sought to protect the debtors against the creditors. The scope of the
Act was, however, restricted by excluding the Wakf Boards, which were
also involved in money lending in rural Bengal. On this issue, the Bengal
Assembly was divided. Supporting the Bill, the Muslim members defended
the exclusion of the Wakf Boards because they ‘provide loan for religious
purposes they should not be equated with the moneylenders, involved in
money lending as a business to satisfy their greed at the cost of rural peas-
ants’.19 For the Hindu members it was a communal measure, since the
Hindu Debattor Estates, engaged in similar activities, were not spared.
Hence, ‘through these excluding provisions, the jurisdiction of the Bill is
being gradually narrowed and the very objective of the Bill might be, to a
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very serious extent, nullified’.20 Apart from the blatant communal charac-
ter, the Bill was also criticised for its failure to create sources of alternative
and cheap credit in rural Bengal. Once the Bill was approved, the readily
available sources of loans completely dried up as most of the Hindu taluk-
dars and mahajans withdrew from money lending. Furthermore, ‘by dis-
criminatory measures in favour of the scheduled banks, the bill [also
encouraged] the flight of capital from rural areas to Calcutta . . . putting
the masses of Bengali villages in a veritable financial deadlock’.21

Although a potentially positive step, the Act, as evident in the Assem-
bly debates, placed the Hindus and Muslims in watertight compartments.22

The campaign that was launched by the Hindu Mahasabha gained momen-
tum, presumably because the Act was directed against only the Hindu
mahajans and not other money-lending institutions. It was therefore a
communal Act with a partisan aim of ruining the Hindus. Condemning the
Act as a deliberate attempt to destroy the Hindus, the Dainik Basumati
thus remarked:

Banks, Insurance companies and societies for house-building
purposes have been excluded. There is not reference even to
Cooperative Credit Societies. New loans advanced by European
firms are being put outside its scope. It must be noted that remain-
der of the creditors who come within the purview of the Bill are
mostly Hindus.23

The other legislative bill that provoked Hindu–Muslim animosity further
was the Bengal Secondary Education Bill, 1940. In a situation where there
were consistent efforts to ‘islamise’ primary education by financially sup-
porting maktabs (institutions imparting Islamic learning), the Bill acquired
a communal character. That the Haq-led ministry was keen to strengthen
the maktabs was made evident by a decree that not only recognised them
but also allocated regular sums of money to them.24 Criticising the govern-
ment decision, the Congress legislator, Harendra Nath Chaudhuri argued
that ‘in this province, education is being tackled from a communal point of
view, because the policy underlying the recent expansion of primary edu-
cation has been a policy of maktabising the primary schools’.25 This was
the background when the Secondary Education Bill was tabled for debate
and discussion. The House was clearly divided, and the arguments were
made to advance the claims of the respective groups as forcefully as
possible.

Since the primary objective of the Bill was to ensure a balance of Hindu
and Muslim representation, it proposed to set up a board, consisting of the
representatives elected on a communal basis. Of the fifty members,
twenty-two were Hindus and twenty Muslims. With eight government
nominated members, it was obvious that their support was crucial in the
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Board’s decision. As the League was a dominant partner in the govern-
ment, the government nominees were likely to be those, sympathetic to
the Muslim cause. Defending the application of the communal principle in
the constitution of the Board, Fazlul Haq, the Bengal chief minister, thus
stated: ‘[t]he Muslims are the majority community and they have vital
interest in secondary education . . . they can hardly be expected to tolerate
a position in which their effective representation is not guaranteed as a
right, but may be conceded by the goodwill of another community’.26 The
Muslim press openly supported the step as ‘the one that was most desir-
able to change the bias . . . in the secondary education . . . so far controlled
by the caste Hindus’.27 Critical of the government, a majority of the non-
League members of the house characterised the bill as ‘another communal
measure’. In his speech, Harendra Nath Chaudhuri therefore argued:

communal composition of Board makes the Bill a communal
measure par excellence. If better and more efficient secondary
education is really desired then the Board should be composed of
educationists and representatives of educational interests and the
Board should be constituted on entirely academic and non-
communal basis.28

Most of those who opposed the Bill drew upon the communal composition
of the Board to defend their argument. Atul Chandra Sen, for instance,
argued that ‘we want peoples, Hindus and Mussalmans, in whatever pro-
portion at any time, we do not mind if they be of the right sort, who have
imbibed the spirit of the new culture and been elected on non-communal
lines to guide the destiny of secondary education in the province’.29

Although the Bill was approved in toto, it provided the Hindu Mahasabha
with another powerful argument to blame the Haq-led government for its
in-built communal bias. Not only was the Hindu press critical;30 the Hindu
Mahasabha leader, Shyama Prasad Mookherjee, in his speech in the
Bengal Assembly, characterised the Bill as nothing but ‘a part of the well-
organised campaign of oppression of Hindus’. He further exhorted,

[n]early 75 per cent of the children [studying] in Secondary
Schools belong to the Hindu community and it will be our endeav-
our to see that the vast majority of these children should have
nothing to do with any educational institution that will work
under the domination of this Board. . . . We Hindus should be
given the liberty to develop our education in a matter we would
consider best to [our] needs. . . . [The] acceptance [of the Bill] spe-
cially means to us the end of education of the Hindus and a cry
must go forth to every Hindu . . . that if they are not to reduce
themselves to a state of subservience in the field of culture as they
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have been reduced in the economic and political spheres, they
must be prepared to face this organised campaign of oppression at
any cost whatsoever.31

The situation may not have been as severe as Mookherjee projected, but
the speech is a clear indication of ‘a mentality’ that was nourished by the
projected anti-Hindu bias of the League ministry – a bias that gained cur-
rency because of the categorical statements of the League leaders defend-
ing these steps as necessary to protect the hitherto peripheral majority
community of Muslims.32 Although it is difficult to ascertain the actual
motive behind the framing of the Secondary Bill, Mookherjee’s argument
created and later consolidated a constituency for the Mahasabha in view
of the various legislative acts to ameliorate the conditions of the majority
who happened to be Muslims.

Of these legislative acts, the Calcutta Municipal (Amendment) Act
(1939) was probably the most powerful intervention in undermining
the Hindus in the Corporation. Seeking to ensure adequate Muslim
representation, the Act proposed to introduce separate electorates follow-
ing the arrangement that already existed in elections to the provincial
assembly. The Calcutta press condemned the Bill as nothing but ‘a well-
designed device to weaken the Hindus in the Corporation’. As its aim was
to curtail the share of Hindu seats, there was no doubt that, as Amrita
Bazar Patrika exhorted, ‘this Act clearly reflects the blatant communal
bias of the Haq’s pro-peasant [sic] ministry’.33 R. N. Reid, the Bengal
Governor, had therefore no doubt that ‘the real question at issue [in the
Calcutta Municipal Bill] under all the verbiage that has surrounded it, is
how far Muslims will succeed in ousting Hindus from strongholds of polit-
ical power, amongst which the Calcutta Corporation is one of the most
important’.34

The main aim of the bill was to amend the original 1923 Municipal Act,
which gave thirteen seats to Muslim, increasing to fifteen in 1927 and to
nineteen in 1932. Election to these seats was based on the principle of a
joint electorate35 in order first to enhance the number of Muhammedan
seats in the Corporation to thirty-two, and secondly to establish the prin-
ciple of separate electorates in the election for these seats. The Bill
created consternation in the Legislative Assembly. The debates during the
passage of the Bill show the rival calculations of the Hindus and Muslims
in relation to this important piece of legislation.

The Muslims defended the share of twenty-two seats as legitimate,
‘because 22 out of 84 elective seats for the Muslims is in accordance with
the proportion which the population of the community bears to the total
population’.36 Fazlul Haq, the premier, justified the Bill on communal
grounds. He felt that ‘a separate electorate is an absolute necessity in
consequence of the fact that [Hindus and Muslims] are in watertight
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compartments. The watertight compartments are not the results of separ-
ate electorates but rather separate electorates are the results of watertight
compartments that already exist’.37

Both the Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha opposed the Bill vehe-
mently. Sarat Bose, the leader of the Congress party, characterised it as
‘anti-national and anti-democratic’, and argued that ‘the Bill is opposed to
all reason, common sense, to all ideas of justice and fair play and is calcu-
lated to prejudice the growth of civic freedom’.38 The representative of the
Mahasabha, S. P. Mookherjee, expressed his opposition to the Bill because
he thought that ‘the effect of the Bill will be to deprive the Hindus who
form 70 percent of the total population of Calcutta and 76 percent of the
total tax payers and 80 percent of total voters of the Corporation of the
legitimate claims’.39

Among the Muslims, there were also dissenting voices. Nausher Ali,
who was originally a member of the KPP but quit as a result of contro-
versy over his appointment as a minister in the Haq cabinet, believed that
the Bill ‘will do nothing but increase the acrimoniousness between differ-
ent sections of the citizens of Calcutta’.40 Maulvi Haq Hussain Sarkar
(himself a KPP member), while opposing the Bill, exposed the logical
flaws of Haq’s demand for a separate electorate as the only the means of
securing the Muslim interests. He argued that ‘Fazlul Haq himself was
elected when the joint electorate system was introduced in the Calcutta
Corporation on a Congress ticket. Is there anybody in the House who can
say that the Honourable Mr. Haq did not represent the Muslim commun-
ity in Bengal?’41 Maulvi Hussain Sarkar was anxious as the Bill would
secure

the interests of the Urdu-speaking non-Bengalis, the Iranis, the
Suhrawardy, the Siddiquis, the Adamjis and the Currimbhoys who
are in a majority in Muslim Calcutta . . . whose forefathers came to
exploit Bengal alone, but seeing it now impossible, have joined
the Campbells and the Morgans, the representatives of the Euro-
pean interests in Bengal.42

In spite of the opposition from the Hindus and group of Muslim leaders
the Bill was passed, and the new statute, the Calcutta Municipal (Amend-
ment) Act, provided forty-seven seats to non-Muslim voters (including
four reserved for Scheduled Castes) in a House of ninety-three council-
lors. The principle of separate electorates was also introduced.43

The Corporation election under the new arrangement commanded
public attention. Subhas Chandra Bose, who was trying to regain the
strength he had lost as a result of his virtual removal from the Congress in
1939, came forward. Realising that in the changed circumstances an elect-
oral alliance with the contending forces was the only way of maintaining
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his influence inside this civic body,44 Bose forged an electoral alliance with
the Hindu Mahasabha on the understanding that ‘the election would be
run in the name of the Joint Congress Corporation election Board, and
that all those who would be elected would join the Congress Municipal
Association.’45

The pact, though short lived, illustrates interesting trends in Bengal
politics. First, on the part of the Mahasabha, conclusion of a pact with the
Congress was sheer opportunism because the Mahasabha expressed
disgust at the inclusion of the Congressmen (B. C. Roy and Sarat Bose) in
a conference called by Fazlul Haq, the chief minister of Bengal, for the
settlement of communal differences. The objection, as B. C. Chatterjee (a
Hindu Mahasabha representative) explained, was based on the ground
that ‘the Congress does not represent any community and therefore it has
no moral right to participate in talks dealing with the settlement of com-
munal differences’.46 This was opportunism in view of the fact that what
drove the Mahasabha to agree to a pact with the Congress was not a prin-
ciple but a consideration based on an assessment of how to secure
Mahasabha’s role within the Municipal administration.

Second, the agreement intensified communal feelings: Muslim opinion
characterised this electoral deal ‘as another instance of Congress and the
Mahasabha being the same under different guises whenever a question
affecting Muslim interests is at stake’.47 Subhas Bose countered the allega-
tion by saying that he effected the pact with a real Hindu Mahasabha
(meaning non-political religious face of the organisation) and not with an
organisation that sought to utilise Hindu orthodoxy for political mobil-
isation.48 The pact collapsed nine days after it was signed, and the official
Congress ridiculed it ‘as a nine day wonder’.49

The above brief discussion of the legislations promulgated by the
Bengal ministry reveals interesting trends in Bengal politics, which gradu-
ally became prominent. Once the principle of majority was recognised,
the Muslim leadership lost no opportunity to utilise the government
machinery to its advantage. Most of the legislative enactments aimed at
the majority, who happened to be Muslims. Drawing attention to Hindu
opposition to these endeavours as ‘most natural’ given their obvious com-
munal bias, the League government easily mobilised support by under-
lining that:

anything done for the improvement of the Muslims in Bengal had
always been looked upon with suspicion by the entire Hindu
Bengal; even the Hindus coming from the Muslim-majority areas
always opposed economic measures designed for the improve-
ment of the majority simply because bulk of the benefit will go the
Muslims. The opposition to the amendment of the Tenancy Act
of 1928 and 1939 and the Debt Settlement Board Act, the
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Money-Lenders Act and the Rural Primary Education Act are
illustrations. The Secondary Education Bill, meant for the
improvement of the schools in the province (which by all opinion
– Hindu and Muslim – need immediate improvement) [met] with
combined opposition of the entire Hindu community on the sole
ground that a very great portion of the benefit will be shared by
the Muslims.50

What the League leadership at the institutional level undertook was
further supported by the mullahs in rural areas. Not only were the Islamic
festivals held regularly at their behest, they also distributed religious
books and pamphlets to popularise the League ministry among the vil-
lagers in east Bengal. In their fatwas, the mullahs invariably linked the
future of the Muslims with the continuity of the League ministry. The
Muslims were therefore exhorted to strengthen the League as ‘this is
the command of the Quarn’. In another fatwa, widely circulated in
Mymensingh, it was further insisted that the Muslims should strengthen
the League because:

Islamic Tamaddun cannot exist without Islamic Hukumat. So this
demand for Pakistan is based on the claim of justice. In the name
of Independence the Muslims cannot tolerate slavery of the
Hindu Congress. There are differences between the Hindus and
Muslims in religion and Tamaddun. India should be partitioned
into Pakistan and Hindustan for the development of these two
nations.51

In compartmentalising the Hindus and the Muslims, the role of the
Mahasabha was no less insignificant. The failure of the Bengal Congress to
sustain its organisational hold in the districts for a variety of reasons,
including internal squabbles,52 was certainly an important factor in the
growth of the Mahasabha that became a true representative of the ‘declin-
ing’ Hindus as the partition of Bengal drew close. Interestingly, unlike the
League, the Mahasabha campaign was never structured around religious
ethos or symbols; instead it drew upon the possible adverse consequences
on the Bengali Hindus under the League ministry.53 In other words,
Hindus continued to suffer simply because of League’s communal design.
Thus what catapulted the Mahasabha on to the centre stage was a complex
unfolding of events to which the League also contributed by pursuing pol-
icies striving seemingly to safeguard the interests of the Muslims as against
Hindus.
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The 1946 Calcutta and Noakhali riots 54

Riots broke out in Bengal even before 1946.55 What distinguishes these
riots from the earlier ones is the scale of violence and the communal char-
acter so meticulously nurtured even during the height of mayhem.56

Hindus and Muslims indiscriminately killed one another apparently to
fulfil the grand design of the politicians, to which they hardly contributed.
It is thus historically inaccurate to suggest that the decision to partition
Bengal along religious–demographic lines actually involved the participa-
tion of the masses of people. The actual decision was made in the Bengal
Legislative Assembly, which was constituted by a very restricted franchise,
and was undoubtedly crucial in formally articulating partition of the
province. What significantly influenced the course of events were, in fact,
the communal killings in Calcutta in August 1946 and those in Noakhali
just seven weeks later. These were probably the most powerful mass
actions, planned by Hindu and Muslim communalists, contributing to the
second partition. Those who were drawn to the riots appeared to have
been swayed by what was projected as the goal of these unprecedented
events. Some understood the 1946 communal violence as ‘the cataclysmic
sign of a general transition of power with its associated feelings of anxiety
as well as of anticipation; [while] others took it to mean that Pakistan,
whatever its precise legal or constitutional form, was inevitable’.57

How did the riot begin? In its Bombay meeting, held on 29 July 1946,
the League adopted to observe 16 August as the Direct Action Day ‘to get
rid of the present slavery under the British and contemplated future caste-
Hindu domination’.58 According to Jinnah, ‘Direct Action was a weapon
of self defence’. The Bombay resolution was, as he further added, ‘a reac-
tion to the Congress direct action [that always aimed at] coercing and
blackmailing the British to bypass the Muslim League and surrendering to
the Congress’.59

August 16 was declared a public holiday. As a public holiday would
enable ‘the idle folk’ successfully to enforce hartals in areas where the
League leadership was uncertain, the Bengal Congress, in a debate in the
Assembly, condemned the League ministry for having indulged in ‘com-
munal politics’ for a narrow goal.60 The League sought to organise a
general hartal, while the Hindus tried to maintain a normal life.61 The city
was in the grip of tension, as everybody was apprehending trouble. In his
diary, Major L. A. Livermore, an officer of the Eastern Command, thus
wrote:

there was a curiousness stillness in the air. The maidan was
deserted and that artery of Calcutta, the famous Chowringhee,
was as a street of the dead: not a vehicle or person in sight until
about noon when a few people gathered in the vicinity of the
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Ochterlony Memorial. . . . the silence was that of the air before the
storm and that the crack of thunder would reverbate through the
city at any moment.62

Minor confrontations were reported in the morning,63 but disturbances
started on a large scale in the afternoon in the aftermath of the meeting,
organised by Suhrawardy, to observe the Direct Action Day.

Despite Jinnah’s instruction to Muslims ‘to conduct themselves peace-
fully and in a disciplined manner’, the advertisement in the August 16
edition of Dawn was provocative enough to incite a confrontation.64 Not
only the wording but also the spirit the advertisement sought to convey
were combative:

Today is Direct Action Day
Today Muslims of India dedicate anew their 
lives
and all they possess to the cause of freedom
Today let every Muslim swear in the name 
of Allah
to resist aggression
Direct Action is now their only cause 
because
They offered peace but peace was spurned
They honoured their word but betrayed
They claim liberty but offered Thraldom
Now, Might alone can secure their right.65

There was further provocation in the Muslim press in Calcutta. The
Akram Khan-edited The Morning News began publishing editorials under-
lining the necessity for violence in case the Hindus conspired to defeat the
campaign for Pakistan. Asserting that Muslims ‘do not believe in the cant
of non-violence’, Akram Khan, in an editorial on 5 August, warned the
Hindus of adverse consequences if the Pakistan proposal was not con-
ceded.66 Nazimuddin, another provincial League leader, also made state-
ments threatening that ‘there are a hundred and one ways in which we can
create difficulties, specially when we are not restricted to non violence.
The Muslims of Bengal know very well what Direct Action would mean so
we need not bother to give them any lead’.67 Apart from provocative state-
ments clearly supporting violence, the League was also reported to have
brought ‘goondas from outside armed with sticks, spears and daggers
[who] began to appear in the slums of Calcutta from the beginning of
August’.68 That the League was instigating the Muslims in Calcutta was
clearly evident in a pamphlet written by the League Mayor of Calcutta,
S. M. Usman, who exhorted:
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In the month of Ramzan, the first open war between Islam and
Kafirs started and the Musslamans got the permission to wage
jehad . . . and Islam secured a splendid victory. . . . According to
wishes of God, the All India Muslim League has chosen this
sacred month for launching this jehad for achieving Pakistan. We
Muslims have had the crown and have ruled. Do not lose heart, be
ready and take swords. Oh Kafir! Your doom is not far and the
greater massacre will come.69

Attributing the participation of Muslims in the hartal to ‘a holy duty’ to
Islam, a leaflet proclaimed:

Awake, arise and unite under the banner of the Muslim League and
make this hartal a success. . . . Lead the procession [to Ochterlony
Monument] with such strength and enthusiasm that even the blind,
deaf, dumb can appreciate their strength and determination.70

The situation deteriorated in the afternoon of 16 August as the Chief
Secretary requested the Bengal Governor to call the army immediately.71

The Governor did not do so because he was not constitutionally autho-
rised to do this without a formal request from the ministry.72 The League
ministry finally asked for its intervention on the second day. This force of
about 8000 soldiers, if deployed in advance, could easily have stopped the
carnage before it became unmanageable. The Government’s unwillingness
to call the army was characterised as ‘intentional’, especially when the situ-
ation deteriorated in the afternoon of 16 August. It is also possible that
they asked for army help ‘when they saw the game of killing was going
against the Muslims’.73

The immediate provocation of a mass scale riot was certainly the after-
noon League meeting at the Ochterlony Monument, which more than
100000 Muslims were reported to have attended. As Major J. Sim of the
Eastern Command wrote, ‘there must have 100000 of them . . . with green
uniform of the Muslim National Guard, with green hats and flags. Every
man with a lathi – mostly so similar that they must have been bought espe-
cially for the occasion in bulk.’74 Suhrawardy appeared to have incited the
mob by making ‘the most mischievous’ statement and conveying that ‘he
had been able to restrain the military and police’. The Muslims interpreted
this as ‘an invitation to disorder’. That the Chief Minister’s assurance pro-
voked violence was confirmed by the incidents that began in the afternoon
of 16 August. As the Governor also mentioned, ‘the violence on a wider
scale broke out as soon as the meeting was over’, and most of those who
indulged in attacking Hindus and looting Hindu shops were returning
from the League meeting.75

The role of the Bengal Chief Minister was evident.76 Not only did he
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ask the League supporters to be ready for the ultimate battle for Pakistan,
he was also reported to have issued coupons ‘bearing the chief minister’s
signature for the use of Muslim League lorries’. As minister in charge of
the portfolio for law and order, he was believed to have arranged the trans-
fer of Hindu police officers from all key posts. On the fateful day, twenty-
two police stations out of twenty-four were in the charge of Muslim officials
and the remaining two had Anglo-Indian officers.77 The League made
elaborate arrangements for first-aid stations and mobile units for the Direct
Action Day. As Nirad Chaudhuri reminisces, ‘[i]n every Muslim quarter
the Muslims were seen to sharpen their knives and spears and heard to
utter threats. Well-disposed Muslims sent words to their Hindu friends to
be careful and avoid trouble spots’.78 Even the pro-League newspaper, The
Statesman, was horrified by the sudden changes in the city when:

[s]ome of those disrupting the city’s peace were privileged. The
bands of ruffians rushing about in lorries, stopping to assault and
attack and generally spreading fear and confusion found the con-
veyances they wanted. On a day when no one else could get trans-
port for their lawful occasions, these men had all they wanted; it is
not a ridiculous assumption that they had been provided for in
advance.79

The report of the Bengal Inspector General of Police, S. G. Taylor, is
revealing. Struck by the attitude of Suhrawardy who was believed to have
instigated the trouble, Taylor wrote (emphasis added):

[t]he Chief Minister’s own attitude during the rioting was repre-
hensible. During the height of the disturbances, he drove round
Calcutta with the local army commander to assess the situation.
As they drove, the Army Commander said, this is all extra-
ordinary [since] in the Army Hindus and Mohammedans live and
work very happily together. To this, the Chief Minister replied –
we shall put an end to all that.80

On another occasion, the Calcutta Police commissioner lodged a com-
plaint saying that ‘the Chief Minister, with all kinds of hangers on (politi-
cians of one community) had driven him and his staff nearly mad by sitting
four hours at the Police H[ead] Q[uarters] interfering with every order
and intercepting all information’.81 Suhrawardy appeared to have
restrained the police even during the height of the riot. As Tyson, the
Secretary to the Bengal Governor reported, ‘the police escort [of the Chief
Minister] was amazingly lethargic about getting down from their vehicle
and opening fire. The miscreants in each case were able to “complete the
job” and slip away upside lanes before the His Excellency’s convoy had
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covered fifty yards distance and drawn level with the place where these
rioters and murderous mobs had been operating’.82

S. G. Taylor, the Inspector General of Police in Bengal, was equally dis-
turbed when the Chief Minister ordered him to release those Muslims
arrested in connection with rioting. As his order was ‘illegal’, Taylor
refused to comply with it at the cost of making the Chief Minister angry,
who now retorted that ‘if he has occasion to arrest any Muhammedans in
the future he will arrest at least as many Hindus!’.83 ‘It was extremely diffi-
cult for the police to deal with these dangerous situations’, Taylor there-
fore concluded, ‘with such irresponsible and unscrupulous persons in
authority’.84

The 1946 riot85 was distinctly different from its earlier manifestations in
Bengal. It was more organised, directly connected with institutional poli-
tics, and hence, in the prevailing circumstances, ‘more exclusively related
to communal politics as well’.86 As is evident, the League utilised the
government machinery to mobilise the Muslims for the Direct Action
Day.87 While both the communities had, as an American intelligence
report suggests, ‘made preparations for self defence, it was Muslim provo-
cation followed by instant Hindu retaliation’ that caused the devastation.88

The Muslims came off ‘very much the worse through the Direct Action’,
as a contemporary report indicates, presumably because the population of
the city was predominantly Hindu. Thus the Chief Minister made ‘a tacti-
cal error in selecting Calcutta for his attack’. The scene now shifted to
Noakhali in east Bengal, where ‘the population was about 85 per cent
Muhammadan’.89

Trouble began in Noakhali on 10 October 1946,90 and spread to the vil-
lages of the Noakhali district,91 Sandwip island and south-west Tippera dis-
trict. The League ministry underplayed the nature of events almost for a
week,92 and the Bengal Governor was enjoying his holiday in Darjeeling.93

Killings, conversions by force, abductions of women and looting were
common. The pattern was uniform: at the head of the groups were ex-
servicemen,94 who organised the raids on the villages ‘in quasi-military
fashion’. The roving bands ‘went about looting shops, burning houses,
exhorting money and booty under threats, abducting women, forcibly con-
verting Hindus and committing brutal murders wherever there was the
slightest resistance’.95 What affected the Hindu sensibilities most, both in
Bengal and outside, was the mass forced conversion of Hindus in these
areas. These conversions took place en masse and, as an official report
elaborates:

appear to have been carried out in several forms. In some cases, it
appears to have been a fairly formal perfunctory affair involving
merely the reading of Kalma and wearing a lungi instead of a
dhoti. In other cases, initial conversion was steadily followed up
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and converts were made to say their prayers regularly as Muslims
and eat beef – anathema to Hindus. The women folk were gener-
ally herded into some central places like the village school and
after the menfolk had signified their acceptance of Islam, the
women were brought-out, their tikka mark on the forehead (the
sign of a Hindu wife) rubbed out and their conchshell bangles
broken. They were thus deprived of the outward symbols of their
faith.96

It is difficult to ascertain the exact number of those who were forcibly con-
verted during the riot because of the ‘reluctance of the Hindus to admit
that they have been converted’.97 The horror of this in the eyes of ortho-
dox Hindus must not be underrated. It seems clear, however, as the Bihar
riot had shown, that events greatly exaggerated and subsequent excesses
in other provinces were largely influenced by stories of Hindu women
being abducted and bought and sold by Muslims.98

Hindus were invariably the targets of attack. After his tour of the dis-
trict, the Bengal Governor confirmed that ‘the Hindus were mostly
affected and the Muslims were carefully left untouched’. While reporting
on an incident in a village called Charhaim, the Governor had ‘no doubt
that the mobs . . . did their work most thoroughly and systematically’. This
village had, as he elaborated further, ‘a prosperous bazar [sic] which was
the economic centre of the neighbourhood. The bazar stood on Govern-
ment land and the Government revenue office was untouched, as were a
few Muslim-owned shops; but the rest was a desolate ruin of charred
timber and twisted corrugated iron sheets’.99

The Muslim League may not have participated directly in the riot, but
the main organiser of the mayhem happened to be Ghulam Sarwar, a
former League member of the Bengal Legislature. Exhorting the Muslims
to avenge the Calcutta massacre,100 Sarwar urging the Muslims to join the
National Guard and impose an economic boycott on Hindus. Muslims
buying goods from Hindus were abused and beaten.101 There were reports
that Sarwar had conducted well-planned attacks on Hindu temples, dese-
crating idols and sacrificing cows on the lawn of these temples.102 ‘An
uncrowned king’ of the Muslims, he received support of the ‘local school
teachers, Mullahs, and the union presidents’. What Sarwar succeeded in
doing was largely possible because of the involvement of the Mullahs who
easily swayed the ‘religious Muslim villagers’ by their appeal, couched ‘in
Islamic terms’.103

Ghulam Sarwar’s gang was estimated to be 1000-strong. A certain
number of ex-army personnel were, a contemporary account underlines,
‘reported to be adherents’ who contributed by utilising their expertise in
the use of ‘sophisticated instruments for arson and blowing up roads and
culverts’. The riot had also attracted a large number of local Muslim peas-
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ants from affected villages and contiguous areas.104 The planning involved
regular attacks on Hindu villages by Sarwar’s striking gang.105 The main
gang, divided into smaller gangs of 150–200 members, followed a meticu-
lously drawn plan, generally prepared by a group headed by Sarwar
himself. The usual mode of action was to demand tribute from Hindus in
various villages on pain of forcible conversion or death. Many paid, others
were converted, most fled, and a large number who resisted were killed.106

Hindus evacuated villages en masse, leaving their houses at the mercy of
the gang, who looted and burned. As the police report shows, the areas in
which the gang operated were ‘Comilla, Fenny, Noakhali, Lakshimpur,
Faridganj and Chandpur’.107

The complicity of the administration with the rioters was evident when
steps were taken to track down Ghulam Sarwar and his major lieutenants.
As Tuker, who was in charge of the operation, reported: ‘there was no
doubt in our mind that some subordinate officials were for communal
reasons obstructing us in tracing and arresting Muslim evildoers’.108 Sarwar
remained at large for more than a fortnight after the outbreak109 because
the local police, presumably under instruction from the top, always helped
him to disappear as soon as the army resorted to action.110 On one occa-
sion, when the army was, as report suggests, ‘going to make a raid on a
village to arrest [him] the police [were reported to have] given information
of the intended move of the army and he had disappeared’.111 What was
even more discouraging was that, as Tuker reminisces, ‘when we occasion-
ally did catch red-hot goondas and send them to Chandpur for the case to
be tried, nine out of ten of the local Sub-Divisional Officers would release
them on bail’. Describing the procedure adopted by these officers to
release those arrested as ‘a travesty of justice’, M. O. Carter, the Chit-
tagong Divisional Commissioner, referred to a number of cases, comment-
ing that: ‘the indiscriminate and wholly improper release on bail of large
number of Muslim suspects . . . has had a most disheartening effect on the
Hindus’.112 What was most revealing was the involvement of the Chit-
tagong District Magistrate, who happened to be a Muslim, in ‘releasing an
arrested absconder suspected of having committed murder in the Noakhali
riot before the latter had even been produced in court’.113 There was no
doubt that ‘the whole administration from top to bottom, was communally
minded, supporting the Muslims to gain at any cost’.114

The involvement of the provincial League leadership in revamping the
Muslim National Guard in Bengal raises question about its intentions.
Suhrawardy, the Bengal Chief Minister, was reported to have attended
meetings of the National Guard in Faridpur in July, where he urged the
Muslim youth to strengthen the Guard in Bengal.115 Whether the members
of the Guard who were associated with Ghulam Sarwar acted in Noakhali
on instructions from the provincial leaders is difficult to ascertain. What
is clear, however, is that the carnage would not have assumed such
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devastating proportions without the participation of the Guard, which
guided the Muslim hatred against Hindus in such a way as to cause ‘a reign
of terror for the Hindus’.116 That a large number of ex-military Muslim
personnel participated in the Noakhali outbreak is illustrative of its popu-
larity among the discontented Servicemen in east Bengal. Attributing the
carnage to ‘superior brains’, the Bengal Governor also underlined the role
of the Guard in sustaining the riot beyond what was anticipated.117 Therein
lies the importance of organisation, which was partly automatic due to
Muslim hatred against the Hindu businessmen who made a fortune by
exploiting the Muslims during the 1943 famine118 and partly due to consid-
erable planning in linking the demand for Pakistan with the well-being of
the Muslim masses.

The Noakhali–Tippera riot was neither sudden nor spontaneous, but
had been deliberately planned with support and encouragement from the
leaders of institutional politics. Thus The Times wrote:

Noakhali was the outcome of enmity, aroused by the happenings
in Calcutta. These feelings were played on by certain local Muslim
leaders of doubtful reputation but with a large following whose
motives were partly religious fanatacism and partly the desire to
profit from the expulsion of Hindu elements. Disturbances took
the form of seeking to establish a local Pakistan wholly Muslim in
composition.119

Gandhi’s presence in Noakhali for several months (6 November 1946–2
March 1947) temporarily quelled the situation, but did not radically alter
the circumstances in which both the communities were placed. Sucheta
Kripalani, who went to Noakhali and stayed there for seven months on
Gandhi’s request, felt that because ‘[t]he poison of ill-will and hatred,
preached by the Muslim League leaders, the Mullas and Maulvis had gone
so deep’,120 Gandhi’s hope that people would ‘cast off their fear and return
to their homes was ‘unrealistic’. It was unrealistic, she further added,
because Gandhi ‘did not realise that this was too much to expect from the
Hindus who suffered so much and so grievously’.121 By December the
Mahatma had come to terms with reality because, as he himself admitted,
‘distrust has gone too deep for exhortation’. Disheartened by his failure to
bring back those who left, Gandhi articulated his emotions by saying that
‘in spite of efforts exodus continues and very few persons have returned to
their villages. They say [that] the guilty parties are still at large . . . that
sporadic cases of murder and arson still continue, that abducted women
have not been returned, that burnt houses are not being re-built and
generally the atmosphere of good will is lacking’.122

The Muslims did not like Gandhi’s presence in Noakhali.123 Attempts
were made to prevent people from attending the regular prayer meetings
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by throwing night soil and glass on the path approaching where he lived.124

Initially the local Muslims had shown enthusiasm for his prayer meetings,
but later, especially from January onwards, the number suddenly
dropped.125 Suhrawardy and his League colleagues were critical of his
decision to stay in Noakhali and charged him ‘with the desire to make
political capital out of an unfortunate happening’.126 In his address to the
students in Delhi, Suhrawardy accused Gandhi of being biased towards
the Hindus, otherwise he would have gone to Bihar, which was tormented
by communal riots following the Noakhali outbreak,127 ‘to see what his
own nation had done to the members of the minority community’ there.128

Unlike Nehru, who was very unhappy about the communal riots,129 the
League leadership did not condemn the events unequivocally.130 Burrow’s
request to issue a statement met with a negative response. Insisting on a
statement by the prominent League leaders, Liaquat Ali Khan escaped
responsibility.131 Apart from a news item in The Morning News, dissociat-
ing the League from Ghulam Sarwar (the principal leader of the Muslims
in Noakhali),132 neither was the riot condemned nor was an attempt to
assuage the feelings of the Hindu victims. Instead, there was a constant
endeavour to wish away the reports published in the Calcutta press. In the
19 October edition, The Morning News brought out, for instance, a report
claiming that:

public opinion in Noakhali is amazed and shocked at absurdly fan-
tastic and inflammatory reports published in the Hindu News-
papers in Calcutta. They resent the highly exaggerated, coloured
and false version of these reports which are meant to excite pas-
sions and set one community against another and are a concerted
campaign to oust the Muslim League ministry by gangsterism.133

Seeking to fix the responsibility on the Hindus and Congress, Jinnah
denied that the League had any role in the riots and suggested that they
‘were organised by Congress leaders, not even excepting the most promi-
nent’. Having seen the reports from his own sources, he was persuaded
later, however, to accept that the ‘communal riots in Calcutta were mainly
started by Hindus, and with the possible exception of Noakhali, were of
Hindu origin’ (emphasis added).134

The carnage in Noakhali and Tippera (see Table 3.1) following the Cal-
cutta massacre frightened the Hindus about their future in a Muslim-
majority province. As Sitaramayya wrote in his history of the Congress, ‘it
was the variety and intensity of the crime in [Noakhali and Tippera] that
attracted notice and roused a sense of horror all round, rather than the
numbers of dead and wounded’.135 The Hindus were favourably inclined to
partition because ‘only by partition can they escape the rule of . . . “gang-
sterism”, sponsored by the League’.136 Apart from blatant communal
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justifications, of which there were plenty, the division was defended by
more sophisticated arguments underlining the probable strength of demo-
cratic-secular values in areas likely to constitute India.137 In February 1947,
the Hindu Mahasabha put forward the demand for dividing Bengal. The
Congress High Command endorsed the idea as the best possible solution
under the circumstances. Some of the Muslim League leaders and a
handful of Bengali nationalists in the Congress fold continued their efforts
to secure a united Bengal.138 The proposal had few takers, and most
seemed persuaded by Shyama Prasad Mookherjee’s argument in favour of
partition.139

By forming the Bengal Partition League in December, 1946, the Hindu
Mahasabha began mobilising support for partition. The movement gath-
ered momentum in the aftermath of the Tarakeswar Conference, held in
April 1947; its significance lies in the fact that not only was it resolved to
fight for partition; the meeting also ‘authorised Mookherjee to constitute a
council of action to establish a separate homeland for the Hindus of
Bengal’.140 While defending partition, N. C. Chatterjee, in his presidential
address, declared:

Traditionally and sentimentally the people of Bengal are against
any move of dividing the province. But we shall be guilty of
treason to the motherland if we merely quote old slogans without
understanding their implications. The Anti-Partition movement in
the Swadeshi days was a fight against imperialism which wanted to
cripple the greatest nationalist force working for the Independ-
ence of the country by making the Bengal Hindus minorities in
both the provinces. Our demand for partition today is prompted

T H E  S E C O N D  P A R T I T I O N  O F  B E N G A L

106

Table 3.1 Numbers of abducted women, dead and injured in the riots in Tippera
and Noakhali

Tippera Noakhali

Abductions of women 6 2
Forced conversion 9895 3467
Women raped 11 7
Number of deaths 39 (Hindus), 178 (Hindus), 

26 (Muslims) 42 (Muslims)
Number of injured 42 (Hindus), 58 (Hindus), 

persons 16 (Muslims) 26 (Muslims)

Sources: West Bengal State Archives, Calcutta, Home-Poll 49/47, E. H. LeBrocq, D. I. G.
Police, Bakarganj to the Chief Secretary, Government of Bengal, 4 March 1947.

Note
These figures are definitely an understatement of what actually had happened because
LeBrocq himself admitted that ‘the correct figures can not be given at present since our force
has not reached a large number of remote villages in both these districts’.



by the same ideal and same purpose, namely, to prevent the
disintegration of the nationalist element and to preserve Bengal’s
culture and to secure a Homeland for the Hindus of Bengal which
will constitute a National State a part of India.141

The Bengal Congress did not lag behind. On the same day as the
Tarkeswar Conference (4 April 1947), the Executive Committee of the
Bengal Provincial Congress also urged the immediate setting up of two
regional ministries and resolved that ‘if the Government contemplated
handing over power to the existing Government of Bengal, such portions
of Bengal as wished to remain within the Union of India should be formed
into a separate Province’.142

The campaign for partition immediately took off, though the League
sought to scupper the movement from the outset. The Bengal Chief
Secretary apprehended trouble, as ‘a section of the Muslims at least are
already busy collecting food and preparing plan for defence and offence,
whichever is necessary, in the Muslim areas’.143 Within a month of the
Tarkeswar meet, the Mahasabha succeeded in mobilising a fairly wide
support for its demand. As the fortnightly reports indicates,

[i]n West Bengal, the movement for partition continues to gain
momentum and all districts report growing confidence in favour of
the scheme. In the Presidency division, meetings of Hindus in
both urban and rural areas in support of the partition proposal
continue to be held. In North Bengal, speculation generally
favours partition. In Chittagong, there is interest in the idea and a
general belief that the province will be partitioned.144

A careful study of the petitions for partition received by the AICC and the
Mahasabha High Command reveals that Hindus were persuaded to
support Mookherjee because of the blatant communal character of the
League ministry. Their apprehension that the existence of the Hindus as a
community ‘will be in jeopardy in the Muslim-ruled state’ gained credence
probably in view of those policies with a clear communal tone and implica-
tions.

One of the issues that was constantly emphasised was the Noakhali riot,
in which Hindus were butchered in a planned manner.145 It was alleged
that the calamity could have been stopped long before it was if the League
government had called the military as soon as the trouble began. That the
League ministry was ‘communal’ was evident when the local police helped
Ghulam Sarwar, the main organiser of the riot, to escape arrest. Further-
more, the free availability of petrol and nitric acids during the Noakhali
riot was not possible without the support of the local administration. ‘How
and from where do these goondas secure’, the petitioners from Barisal
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asked, ‘such a large quantity of petrol to burn houses and such a large
quantity of nitric acid for throwing towards the pedestrians and passengers
of trains, buses and other vehicles?’146

Another petition from Calcutta is more categorical in its characterisa-
tion of the League administration:

Given the communal design of the League, Hindus are not safe
any longer. The idea gained currency in view of the Calcutta and
Noakhali massacre and . . . unwillingness of the League officials to
take strong action against the perpetrators of outrage, dilatory
methods in rounding up the goonda element in Calcutta and
Noakhali who rightly or wrongly feel that they have the support of
Government at their back.

Furthermore, while the ministry did not pay attention to the rehabilitation
of those Hindus who left Noakhali, they ‘are sheltering thousands of Bihar
Muslims in Western Bengal and feeding and clothing them with the ulte-
rior object of showing an increase of Muslim population in Western
Bengal in order to prejudicially affect the case of partition of Bengal’.147

The revamping of the Muslim National Guard compounded the Hindu
fear of a communal backlash. Not only did Suhrawardy exercise his influ-
ence in releasing some of the members of the Guard when arrested in
Noakhali; he was also instrumental in popularising the National Guard
among the Muslim youth in rural Bengal.148 Identifying the National
Guard as ‘a menace to the peace and tranquility of the province’, a group
of lawyers from Chittagong thus appealed to the Viceroy to force the
League government ‘to restrain before they strike again’. Equipped with
firearms, they ‘are terrorising the Hindus of Bengal’, particularly in
Muslim majority areas, by resorting to violence at the slightest pretext.149

The British administration expressed resentment in view of the League’s
involvement in the activities of the Guard. What caused alarm to the
Hindus was the government support to the League’s proposal to recruit
only Punjabi Muslims for the Calcutta Armed Police Force. Burrows
defended his action by saying that ‘since local Bengalis . . . have never
been much of a success in the Armed Branch . . . our sources of recruit-
ment of suitable material . . . inside the province are limited’.150 In commu-
nally charged circumstances, this action was likely to cause tension.
Several meetings were organised in Calcutta and its suburbs highlighting
the complicity of the Bengal Governor with the communal League min-
istry, more particularly its leader Suhrawardy.151 What prompted
Suhrawardy to recruit Punjabi Muslims was not difficult to determine. The
Bengal Chief Minister was ‘seeking to force the Hindus to withdraw the
campaign for partition’ by employing the Armed Guard ‘to cause terror in
the Hindu mohallas’.152 They went around announcing that they ‘were not
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ordinary “armed police”, but men recruited by the Chief Minister,
Suhrawardy for his own force and for a purpose that would be shortly dis-
closed’.153 Not only did the ministry support Suhrawardy, ‘their few rich
merchant co-religionists also pampered 600 Punjabi Muslim Armed
Guards by supplying good housing accommodation for their occupation
when the Gurkhas [were] still inadequately housed in the barracks for
years’.154

There are indications that the League felt threatened by the growing
popularity of the movement for partition at the behest of the Mahasabha.
To counter the campaign, the League was believed to have asked
Suhrawardy to strengthen the Armed Police Force by immediately recruit-
ing at least 30 000 Muslim ex-servicemen for Bengal. The Bengal Chief
Minister was exhorted to meet, as an intercepted document shows, ‘the
hostile and rebellious [Hindu] force with superior force, superior strategy,
superior generalship and superior morale’. The present Armed Police
Force of the government of Bengal was inadequate simply because ‘it was
never raised or made for this job of checkmating civil war [sic]. We must
therefore secure the services of war veterans, tough men, Muslim military
officers – Brigadiers, Colonels, Majors, Captains, Lieutenants – and
appoint them as D[eputy] C[ommissioner]s, A[ssistant] C[ommissioner]s
and Commandants of Additional and Special Police forces’. Given the
influence of the Gurkha League and the Congress among the Gurkha sol-
diers, they were ‘a grave danger to the security of Bengal’ and the Chief
Minister was, therefore, asked not to recruit a single Gurkha for the
Armed Police Force (see Table 3.2).155

The government report indicates that Hindus were also organised by
the Mahasabha for a showdown in case of another communal riot. Prepa-
rations had been underway since the outbreak of the Calcutta riot. By
March 1947, the Mahasabha had raised ‘its own Home guards to protect
the Hindus from the organised Moslem attack in near future’.156 Moreover,
‘in pursuance of their policy of watching over the interests of east Bengal
Hindus, action has’, as the Bengal Chief Secretary noted, ‘already been
initiated . . . to organise minority committees in their area to protect the
rights of Hindus’.157 Such committees were instructed ‘to send to the
Mahasabha office detailed reports of Muslim atrocity’.158

As is evident, Hindus were in favour of partition to avoid Muslim rule.
What strengthened the campaign was undoubtedly that ‘the extreme com-
munalism of the Muslim ministry over the last two years convinced the
Bengali Hindus that they could not expect a square deal under a govern-
ment which had a slight Muslim majority, and the partition of the Province
has been accepted as the lesser of the two evils’.159 The Congress had also
received a large number of memoranda from Bengal preferring the
division to Muslim rule. Apart from several organisations – like the
Bangladeshiya Kayastha Sabha, the Assam Bengal (Indian) Tea Planters’
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Association, the Calcutta Motor Dealers’ Association, the Bar Association
of Barisal, Khulna and Khustia Municipal Commissioners’ Association –
the eminent Bengali intellectuals161 participated in the campaign for
partition.

Just like the Hindus, who zealously participated in the campaign for
partition to avoid Muslim hegemony, Muslims also organised themselves
to press for partition in those areas of east Bengal where Hindus consti-
tuted a sizeable section of the population. The League High Command
received memoranda from Jessore, Khulna, Maldah, Rangpur and
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Table 3.2 Distribution of the 30 000 Armed Forces

Calcutta
Additional Police Force 4000
Essential Services Protection Force 1000
Mills and Factories Protection Police 1000
Total 6000

Howrah
Additional Police Force 2000
Essential Services Protection Police 500
Mills and Factories Protection Police 500
Total 3000

Hooghly
Additional Police Force 1000
Essential Services Protection Police 200
Mills and Factories Protection Police 300
Total 1500

24 Parganas
Additional Police Force 4000
Essential Services Protection Police 1000
Mills and Factories Protection Police 1000
Total 6000

Burdwan-Asansol
Additional Police Force 3000
Mill protection Force 1000
Mines Protection Force 1000
Total 5000

Midnapore-Kharagpur
Additional Police Force 2000
Border Police Force 1000
Railway Protection Police 500
Total 3500

Bengal Border Anti-smuggling Force
Bengal-Bihar border districts 3000

For Railway Protection Force
Midnapore, Burdwan and Calcutta areas 2000



Dinajpur, where Hindus were demographically preponderant in urban
areas. The campaign in Jessore, Maldah, Rangpur and Dinjapur gradually
fizzled out, presumably because of Suhrawardy’s assurance of their inclu-
sion in Pakistan due to a clear Muslim majority there.161 As Khulna was
declared ‘a Muslim minority district’, a massive campaign was organised to
bring the district within Pakistan. On hearing that Khulna was likely to be
part of Hindustan, ‘the innocent peasant is bewildered saying, why is it so?
I go to the fields, rivers, jungles, markets, courts and offices and find that
most of the people who go there are Muslims’. In a petition to Quaid-i-
Azam, it was therefore insisted that ‘the sentiment of the common man,
the tiller of the soil of Khulna, should be respected and considered . . .
before a final decision; otherwise, there will be disaster’.162 Whether this
campaign resulted in Khulna’s inclusion in Pakistan is difficult to ascertain;
since Muslims constituted a majority, the district was unlikely to have been
included in India.

It is clear that the 1946 riots severely disrupted the communal chord163

that appeared to have saved the first partition. Apart from the loss of lives,
the Calcutta and Noakhali outbreaks created an environment of mutual
suspicion and distrust that largely accounted for the panic among the
Hindus in Muslim-majority areas and Muslims in Hindu-majority areas.
Thus partition was due neither to the politicians’ manipulation of events
nor to communal chasm at the grassroots, but to a peculiar unfolding of
socio-economic and political processes in which the division of the
province emerged as the only alternative to avoid the further escalation of
communal violence.

The 20 June meeting of the Bengal Legislative Assembly decided the
fate of Bengal. The second partition of Bengal was formally articulated.
The Muslims were ‘enthusiastic that at last they have country which they
can call their own’.164 Those who had business in Calcutta felt that ‘they
are sacrificed by the League leadership to fulfil their narrow political
ambition’. The Hindu reactions were ‘guarded’. They were ‘happy’
because ‘their campaign resulted in what they aspired for’.165 With parti-
tion, the Hindus ‘will now be able to maintain their own culture unham-
pered’. What caused discomfort among some of the leading members of
the campaign was ‘the realisation that in the council of Hindustan, they,
the Hindus of a truncated Bengal will carry little weight’.166

Concluding observations

If it is contrasted with the 1905 partition, the second partition is a
paradox of history. In 1905, the Hindus had opposed the division and the
Muslims wanted it. In 1947, the Muslims were opposed to it while the
Hindus were in favour. There was a complete reversal of the Bengali
Hindu attitude. One of the immediate causes of this was certainly the
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communal rioting in Calcutta and Noakhali. After the killings in Cal-
cutta, the idea of partition, as Nirad C. Chaudhuri reminisces, ‘gained
ground even among the Hindus . . . and only in early 1947, East Bengal
Hindus had become very zealous supporters of partition on account of
the Hindu–Muslim feud from 1940’.167 The Calcutta riot was the articula-
tion of Hindu–Muslim animosity in its most virulent form. Describing
‘the bestiality of the mob as simply incredible’, an official report sug-
gested, that ‘[b]oth sides seem to have set out to cause as many deaths as
possible; they were not content with drawing blood or causing serious
injury; they went on to crush and mutilate even a lifeless body’.168 What
had happened in Noakhali was worse, as Patel argued that ‘the Calcutta
incident pales into insignificance before Noakhali’.169 These two riots in
quick succession definitely contributed to the growing strength of the
movement for partition as the only way to escape the Muslim atrocities.
A contemporary memorandum to Jinnah clearly brings out the agony the
Hindus in East Bengal by underlining that ‘the Hindus of East Bengal . . .
have become nervous and panicky. They feel that their life, property,
religion and honour will not be safe under the Muslim government. In
fact, the Hindus seem to be completely paralysed. There is no denying
that . . . it is there, paralysing to no small extent the normal life of the
Hindus in East Bengal’.170

Not only did the Hindus support the movement; the Scheduled Castes,
the erstwhile ally of the League ministry, also came forward to bolster the
campaign. The Great Calcutta Killing of August seems to have decisively
shaped the Scheduled Caste opinion. The opposition of the Scheduled
Caste members in the Bengal Assembly to the Congress-sponsored no
confidence vote against the Bengal Chief Minister, Suhrawardy, outraged
the opinion of the Bengal Scheduled Castes. Since J. N. Mandal was the
only non-Muslim member in the Suhrawardy ministry, he was the prin-
cipal target of attack. Asking him to resign, the following letter to the
Amrita Bazar Patrika thus reveals,

the fate of the Scheduled Castes of Bengal goes along with that of
the Caste Hindus in a riot and they have suffered no less than the
Caste Hindus. . . . Hundreds of Scheduled Castes have been killed,
hundreds wounded and hundreds of their houses and bustees have
been looted and burnt. It is not the Muslim League . . . but either
the Hindu organisations or the Congress that have rescued [them]
from the impending atrocities and hooliganism of the League. The
riots of August 16 have compelled the Scheduled Castes of Bengal
along with others to lose even the bit of faith they had in the
League Ministry and its Government which are wholly respons-
ible for the massacre of so many thousands of men, women and
children.
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[U]nder these circumstances we as your friends and followers
hope that you would in no time cut off all connection with the
League Ministry by tendering resignation . . . and thus regain the
sympathy and support of all’.171

What the experience of the 1946 riots had reinforced among the Sched-
uled Castes was ‘a growing sense of Hindu identity which the communally
charged general political atmosphere of the province during this time had
definitely contributed to’.172 This was evident in the debates in the Assem-
bly when the partition proposal was placed for discussion. J. N. Mandal,
who absolved the League of responsibility in the Noakhali riot,173 argued
against partition by saying:

If Bengal is partitioned, the scheduled castes will suffer most. The
caste-Hindus of east Bengal are wealthy and many have salaried
jobs. They will have little difficulty in moving from east to west
Bengal. Poor scheduled caste peasants, fishermen and artisans will
have to remain in east Bengal where the proportion of Hindus will
decline and they will be at the mercy of the majority of Muslim
community’.174

Mandal was in a minority, and his colleagues in the Assembly criticised
him for extending undue favour to the League which was responsible for
killing the Scheduled Castes in both Calcutta and Noakhali riots.175 As
Radha Nath Das argued in defence of the partition:

[t]oday if we say to our Namasudra brothers in Noakhali that they
come to west Bengal where the government of the separate
province of West and North Bengal will provide them with shelter
and other economic necessities, then I am prepared to swear that
Jogen Babu [J. N. Mandal] will not be able to keep a single one of
his caste brothers in Noakhali. In other words, he will not be able
to make them feel secure under Muslim League rule or Muslim
League protection. I say the backward Hindus will be better able
than others to leave east Bengal, since they have few possessions
besides their tiny huts.176

During the voting, the Scheduled Castes were clearly polarised and a
majority of twenty-five out of thirty of its MLAs voted for partition of the
province. Clearly, when the time came for a strategic decision by ‘a group
organised as a minority within a minority, the hegemonic gesture of the
Muslim League towards the scheduled castes proved inadequate’.177

Apart from the carnage in Calcutta and Noakhali, which undoubtedly
influenced the Bengali Hindu opinion in partition’s favour, what
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reinforced the Hindu fear was undoubtedly the legislative acts adopted by
the Muslim ministry since 1937 to protect the interests of the majority
community. As shown, since these acts had affected the Hindu adversely
they were invariably identified as communal devices to uphold only the
Muslim interests. In other words, in a communally charged political atmo-
sphere the interpretation gained currency, especially in view of the in-built
communal bias of most the legislations adopted by the Muslim ministry in
Bengal. As a Congress legislator, Sasanka Sekhar Sanyal lamented:

New sectional conflicts have been invented where there was none
and old and decaying ones like the music before the mosque have
been fanned into new dimensions and invidious sectional and
communal discriminations seem to have been the key to the whole
policy of the Government of Bengal ranging from the farthest
village unions right up to the Dalhousie Square [the Bengal
Government Head Quarters].

An unprecedented toxin of communalism has put the entire
province into a state of wild delirium and the passionate crusade of
hatred against harmony has released disruptive forces which even
the authors, however powerful they may be, cannot control.178

One area in which the Hindu representation was significantly slashed was
the government services. Although the Bengal ministry, under Haq’s tute-
lage, while recruiting for the government jobs always decried the reserva-
tion policy, Hindu candidates were generally bypassed to accommodate
their Muslim counterparts. Two areas where most of the recruits were
Muslims were education (particularly primary education) and in the
revenue department. As minister in charge of the education department,
the Chief Minister, Fazlul Haq, was always in favour of accommodating
Muslims, since they ‘were discriminated against for generations’. His
government ‘is morally committed to undo the wrongs of history by bring-
ing the Muslims in line with the advanced Hindus’. Not only were the
Muslims selected for scholarships to pursue education in schools, colleges
and the university, they were also assured of jobs after completion of their
studies.179 As regards jobs in the government-aided primary schools in
Bengal, Muslims obtained roughly 80 per cent of the jobs, as Haq’s sub-
mission in the Assembly shows. Over a span of six years (1937–43), while
Haq remained the Chief Minister of Bengal, out of 1137 primary school
teachers there were 839 Muslims and the rest were divided between the
Hindus and the Scheduled Castes.180 Similarly, the revenue department
had an overwhelmingly Muslim employees. The figures available for the
period of 1937–43 also demonstrate the extent to which the recruitment
policy was clearly tilted in favour of the Muslims. In response to a ques-
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tion, the minister in charge of the revenue department, B. P. Singh Roy,
tabled the statistics of the new recruits. Within a span of seven years, out
of 406 jobs the Muslims were offered 287, while the Hindus and the Sched-
uled Castes were offered just 85 and 21 respectively.181 Describing this as
part of the League’s communal design, the Congress members expressed
their resentment both within the Assembly and outside.182 Hindu and
Muslim members were clearly polarised, as the proceedings demonstrated.
While defending the distribution as ‘fair’ and ‘appropriate’, Md Mozam-
mal Haq of the Krishak Praja Party complemented the Bengal ministry for
having undertaken correct steps to balance the Hindu and Muslim
representation in the government jobs.183

What began under Haq’s stewardship was further reinforced by his suc-
cessors who led the Bengal government in the post-1943 period. Hindus
were further eclipsed with the introduction of what was described as ‘com-
munalism in services’184 as a report in the Times reveals:

Muslims [have] reserved half the places in public services and
more in the legislature. Consequently they control the public life
of the province. The younger generation of Hindus instead of
making government service or law its first choice for a career
tends to feel frustrated by the Muslim predominance in public
affairs. This may or may not be fair, but it means, in many cases,
that merit is not the main criterion for appointment or promotion.
Muslims must be appointed to the post of responsibility for which
they are not always fitted.185

As is evident, what accounted for the growing popularity of the movement
for partition in Bengal was certainly not soley Hindu communalism; the
role of the Bengal ministry was also crucial in segregating the two prin-
cipal communities into almost watertight compartments. S. N. Biswas, a
Congress member of the Legislative Assembly, thus lamented: ‘the system
of separate electorate under the Communal Award has led our Muslim
friends to gradually imbibe the spirit of absolute separatism everywhere it
had a role to play’.186 What is, however, significant is the contribution of
the Mahasabha in mobilising the disgruntled Hindu opinion for a specific
goal that was possible, presumably because there emerged an environment
where the Hindu–Muslim schism was articulated only in communal terms.
Already frustrated by those various schemes that the Bengal ministry
adopted to safeguard the interests of the Muslims, the Hindus, regardless
of their class position, were easily drawn to the campaign as probably the
only option under the circumstances. The drive of the Muslim leadership
to secure the privileges of the hitherto deprived socio-economic commun-
ity (namely the Muslims) at the cost of the Hindus was what decisively
shaped the articulation of the demand for partition.187
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The publication of several blueprints for future Bengals is also strik-
ing. Earmarking primarily those areas where Hindus constituted a
majority, The Modern Review produced, for instance, a detailed map of
the proposed west Bengal separating largely the Muslim-majority areas
of east Bengal.188 Similarly, the pro-League Star of India and the
Morning News published a detailed description of what constituted Pak-
istan, always including Calcutta189 presumably because of its commercial
importance long after it ceased to be India’s capital. Despite the claims
and counterclaims of the major political parties, what made the task of
the Radcliffe Commission easier was the fact that Bengal was so popu-
lated that the province could easily be divided into two homogeneous
units. Arguments were made to divide the province into two units,
particularly as the two major communities were distributed in predomi-
nantly large numbers within the two different zones of the existing
province. Ironically, those presiding over Bengal’s destiny in 1947 now
upheld the logic that appeared to have guided Curzon to demarcate the
boundaries in 1905.190

Just like their urban counterparts, Hindus in rural Bengal were equally
frightened by the riots of 1946. The League ministry may not have directly
participated in the mayhem, although its role in shaping the events in a
particular fashion cannot be glossed over. Both the Calcutta and the
Noakhlai riots were communal, since Hindus were selectively butchered
by the Muslims and vice versa. Not only were the British spared, the
government offices were also hardly damaged. As an official report men-
tions, ‘though Direct Action Day was intended as a gesture against the
British, the riot took purely communal line and no attacks were made on
European individuals or business premises’.191 The same pattern was
evident in Noakhali, as John Tyson, the Bengal Governor’s Private Secret-
ary, noted in his report that ‘lately the preaching of hatred had been more
communal than against the British’.192 That the riot broke out on an auspi-
cious day for the Hindus193 is illustrative of the underlying communal tone
of the Noakhali carnage. Muslims were mobilised against the Hindus ‘by
spreading grossly exaggerated stories of Hindu atrocities during the Cal-
cutta riot’.194 Both these riots are therefore an indication as well as confir-
mation of the rupture along communal lines that Bengal experienced
during the penultimate year of her struggle against the British. The British
divide and rule strategy had succeeded not only due to the peculiar struc-
tural characteristics of Bengal, but also to an equally peculiar unfolding of
socio-economic processes in which those responsible for her political
destiny had significant roles.195
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Notes
1 Lord Dufferin’s warning of 1887 that British attempts ‘to divide and rule’

would, as Anita Inder Singh wrote, ‘recoil on them rang true in 1947. India
paid [a heavy price] for the achievement of freedom, a consequence of the fact
that communal forces were neither defeated nor unity totally achieved’ (Singh
1987: 252). It is true that the British did not invent caste and religious
community identities. What is true, however, is that the British policies of
enumeration, as pursued through the census, had done much to harden these
identities since the beginning of the census in 1872. As Cohn points out, ‘what
was entailed in the construction of the census operations was the creation of
social categories by which India was ordered for administrative purposes’.
Given the knowledge of the communities, enumerated in terms of both reli-
gious and caste identities, it was possible for the colonial power to fashion its
strategy in such a way as to gain maximum out of these cleavages (see Cohn
1996: 8. Norbert Peabody, however, informs us that in the early nineteenth
century castes were not at all classifying criteria in collecting data on human
populations in India. Rather this style of classifying population ‘appears to
have crept into the colonial census in a somewhat backhanded manner owing
to the reliance of British administrators on native informants and petty offi-
cials who were familiar with pre-colonial “household lists” that had long been
caste-sensitive’ (Peabody 2001: 841).

2 For details of the united Bengal Movement, see Chapter 4.
3 One of the powerful expositions of this argument is certainly Joya Chatterji’s

Bengal Divided: Hindu Communalism and Partition, 1932–1947. The central
purpose of this study is, as she herself mentions, ‘to understand how and why
the bhadralok moved away from being the leaders of Indian nationalism and
adopted instead a much narrower and less attractive (sic) communal stance’
(Chatterji 1995: 17).

4 As early as 1945, Jawaharlal Nehru, in a speech at Lahore, had predicted that
‘if Pakistan is given, then parts of Punjab and Bengal where the Hindu popu-
lation is in a majority, will join Hindustan and both the Punjab and Bengal will
have to be divided’. See Jawaharlal Nehru Selected Works, Vol. 14, Oxford
University Press, Delhi, 1982, p. 165.

5 A commentator therefore wrote, ‘though Haq in Bengal . . . appeared to
adhere nominally to the League in all India matters, Jinnah found [him]
utterly intractable when it came to representing the League’s policies at the
provincial level’. Inder 1987: 237.

6 While dealing with the second partition of Bengal, Partha Chatterjee, for
instance, begins by comparing with the 1905 or the first partition of Bengal
(see Chatterjee 1997: 27–46.

7 Chaudhuri 1968: 218.
8 As Risley (who propounded the idea) argued, reorganisation was necessary to

reduce ‘the excessive burden’ on the Bengal government and to enable at the
same time an expansion of Assam which would ‘give to its officers a wider and
more interesting field of work [and] a maritime outlet in order to develop its
industries in tea, oil and coal’ (cited in Sarkar 1973: 12.

9 IOR, Minto Papers, M 1005, Minto to Morley, 5 February 1906, cited in
Sarkar 1973: 20.

10 Chatterjee 1997: 29.
11 Chatterji 1995.
12 Many of the poems Rabindranath Tagore wrote around the time of the move-

ment against the first partition made the country/nation vivid in the shape of
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the Hindu goddesses, Durga and Lakshmi. Thus we get a description of
Bengal as Durga in the following lines:

The message of courage glows in your right hand
Your left hand removes all fear
While the eye in your forehead assumes the colour of fire
O, Mother, I cannot take my eyes from you
Your doors have opened on to a golden temple today.

Similarly, Bengal is moulded in the image of Lakshmi, the goddess of protection
of domestic well being, in a 1898 poem of Bangalakshmi (Bengal, the Lakshmi),

In your fields, by your rivers, in your thousand homes set deep in
mangogroves

In your pastures, whence the sound of milking rises, in the shadow of the
banyan,

in twelve temples besides the Ganges
O, ever gracious Lakshmi, O, Bengal, my mother, you go about endless

chores
day and night with a smile on your face.

Chakrabarty 1999: 199–200.
13 Ahmed 1981: 181. Ahmed further argues, ‘[e]ven those who sympathised with

the nationalist aspirations found the revivalist character of the anti-partition
agitation too much to swallow. . . . The Muslims and Hindus now belonged
indubitably to two hostile camps. The Muslim educated class had achieved
something out of this chaos; they had finally secured a real foothold in the
politics of power in the new province with the prospect of better education,
better employment, higher representation in the elected bodies, which they
were eager to safeguard by all means. The foundation of the Moslem League
in Dacca in 1906 at the initiative of the Dacca Nawab was partly a manifesta-
tion of this desire to protect what had been achieved and to pursue the gains
further. With the gradual consolidation of their power base in the rural dis-
tricts through the instrumentality of the anjumans and associations, Muslim
politicians were now firmly in the saddle to direct a mass following as they
wished. The Bengal Muslims were thus on their way towards close collabora-
tion with Muslims in upper India as members of the same political community,
in that they both were now confronting the Hindus for power and privileges.

14 The notion of ‘Mother’ was a cementing factor in the movement against the
1905 partition. Interestingly, the same analogy, which is absolutely anti-Islam,
was drawn by a group of leading Muslim intellectuals who vehemently opposed
the second partition. In its edition of 11 April 1947, the news magazine Millat
accused the Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha of performing the role of
Parashuram as they ‘together raised a sharpened axe to slice the Mother into
two’. For an elaboration of this argument, see Bose and Jalal 1997: 51–75.

15 Tamijuddin Khan, Memoirs, p. 18 (unpublished).
16 Dutta 1999: 22.
17 Dutta 1999: 71.
18 Ananda Bazar Patrika, 18 October 1946.
19 IOR, V/9/1318, Musharuff Hossain’s speech in the Assembly duirng the

passage of the Bill, 4 March 1940. Bengal Legislative Assembly Proceedings,
Vol. LVI, No. 2, 1940.
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20 IOR, V/9/1318, Nalinksha Sanyal’s speech in the Assembly during the passage
of the Bill, 4 March 1940, Bengal Legislative Assembly Proceedings, Vol. LVI,
No. 2, 1940.

21 IOR, V/9/1318, Sasankha Sekhar Sanyal’s speech in the Assembly during the
passage of the Bill on 10 March 1940, Bengal Legislative Assembly Proceed-
ings, Vol. LVI, No. 2, 1940.

22 The Commissioner, Dacca division, therefore mentioned that the act caused
‘ill feeling between the Hindus and Muslims in most of the east Bengal dis-
tricts’. WBSA, Home-Poll (Confidential), J1-3/41, the Commissioner to the
Chief Secretary, Government of Bengal, 18 August 1941.

23 Dainik Basumati, 16 June, 1940, cited in Das 1991: 32.
24 In response to an enquiry, the Education Minister, Fazlul Haq (also the Chief

Minister), reported that within a period of twenty years (1917–37) the number
of Maktabs had risen from 6548 to 25739, an increase of 19191, while the cor-
responding increase in government primary schools was merely 360. Haq’s
reply to Harendra Nath Chaudhuri, 23 March 1941, Bengal Legislative
Assembly Debates, Vol. 58, No. 3.

25 IOR, V/9/1318, Bengal Legislative Assembly Debates, Vol. 58, No. 3, Haren-
dra Nath Chaudhuri’s speech in the Assembly on 17 March 1941. According
to the Eight-Quinquennial Review, ‘Maktabs are general primary schools on
Islamic basis intended for Moslem scholars. In addition to Quoran, Islamic
rituals and Urdu are additional subjects, alternative to drill’.

26 IOR, V/9/ 1325, Bengali Legislative Assembly Proceedings, Vol. 57, No. 5,
speech by Fazlul Haq, 3 September 1941, p. 45.

27 The Star of India, 18 June 1940. Akram Khan went a step further by suggest-
ing a syllabus drawing upon ‘the great Islamic tradition’ of India. According to
Khan, the Muslim representatives would render ‘a great service to Islam’, if
the Board was ‘forced’ to accept the proposed syllabus (The Mussalman, 28
June 1940).

28 IOR, V/9/1325, A speech by Harendra Nath Chaudhuri in the Bengal Assembly,
2 September 1941, Bengal Legislative Assembly Proceedings, Vol. 58, No. 1.

29 V/9/1325, Atul Chandra Sen’s speech in the Assembly on 3 September 1941,
Bengal Legislative Assembly Proceedings, Vol. 58, No. 1.

30 Both Ananda Bazar Patrika and Amrita Bazar Patrika condemned the Bill as
‘a clear design to cripple the Hindus of Bengal in education’ (Ananda Bazar
Patrika, 21 June 1940; Amrita Bazar Patrika, 20 June 1940). The Statesman,
generally soft towards to the League ministry, was critical of the Bill, possibly
because of its adverse impact on education if the syllabus was substantially
altered on the basis of ‘purely communal considerations’ (The Statesman, 29
June 1940).

31 IOR, V/29/1310, the speech of Shyama Prasad Mookherjee, Bengali Legis-
lative Assembly Proceedings, Vol. 57, No. 5.

32 Fazlul Haq, for instance, believed that ‘the best solution of all the communal
problems in the country . . . lie in levelling up the Muslims, the Scheduled
Castes and less advanced communities to the point which has been reached by
the advanced communities’. See his statement in the Assembly on 15 Decem-
ber 1939, Bengal Legislative Assembly Proceedings, Vol. No. LV, No 3, 1939.

33 Amrita Bazar Patrika, 29 April 1939. The Statesman took a very ambiguous
stand. Instead of expressing a judgment, it simply suggested that this particu-
lar act was likely ‘to consolidate the communal elements within the ministry
and League in a situation which was tense and volatile’ (The Statesman, 28
April 1939).
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speech by Shyama Prasad Mookherjee in the Legislative Assembly, 18 March
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36 IOR, V/9/1289, Vol. LIV, No 2, 1939, Nawab Khaja Habibullah Bahadur of
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39 IOR, V/9/1289, speech by Shyama Prasad Mookherjee, 18 March 1939, p. 35.
40 Ibid., speech by Nausher Ali, 27 February 1939, p. 35.
41 Ibid., speech by Maulvi Abu Hossain Sarkar, 27 February 1939, p. 30.
42 Ibid., speech by Maulvi Abu Hossain Sarkar, 27 February 1939, p. 31.
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51 Md. E. H. Khan 1983, cited in Das 1991: 35.
52 For details of the processes that led to the decline of the Congress, see

Chakrabarty 1990: 155–6. Jack Gallagher’s explanation that the Congress
declined due to factionalism does not appear to be tenable simply because the
phenomenon, as shown in the above monograph, is too complex to be reduced
to a single factor. Factionalism, based on vaguely defined but real ideological
differences, partly accounts for the failure of the Congress, and this factor con-
tributed to a process which began, in fact, at the beginning of the century with
the Congress’ lukewarm attitude towards the actors of the ‘unorganised’
world. The advantage was reaped by the KPP with its ostensibly pro-peasant
stance. For details of Gallagher’s argument, see Gallagher 1973.

53 In its twenty-first annual session in Calcutta, held on 30 December 1939, the
Hindu Mahasabha therefore resolved to launch a campaign against ‘the
openly communal and reactionary policy of the present ministry in Bengal, as
evinced by its various legislative enactments and administrative measures, cal-
culated to curb the rights and liberties of the Hindus of Bengal and cripple
their economic strength and cultural life’ (see Tirmizi 1998: 967).

54 For a graphic account of these riots, see Tuker 1950: 152–60; Singh 1987:
188–202; Das 1991: 161–203; Mahajan 2000: 226–45.

55 For a detailed discussion of riots in Bengal since 1905, see Das 1991.
56 Hindu shops and houses were attacked simultaneously in different areas of

Calcutta more or less in a similar fashion, while Muslim shops and house were
marked ‘to prevent from being looted by the Muslim crowd’ (see Chaudhuri
1990: 25).

57 Chatterjee 1997: 38.
58 IOR, R/3/135, The Direct Action Resolution, adopted in Bombay on 29 July

1946. The resolution further mentions, ‘the council directs the working [of the
League] to prepare forthwith a programme of Direct Action to carry out the
policy initiated above and to organise the Muslims for the coming struggle to
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be launched as and when necessary’. Neither the Viceroy nor the Governors
were very clear as to what the Direct Action Day would mean. In the Gover-
nor’s Conference held on 8 August 1946, the Viceroy admitted that ‘I have no
idea what Direct Action is likely to mean’. See IOR, R/3/1/124, minutes of the
Governor’s conference of 8 August 1946. As late as 10 August, even Burrows,
the Bengal Governor was ‘in the dark as to the lines Direct Action is likely to
take’. See IOR, R/3/1/124, Burrows to Wavell, 10 August 1946.

59 In an interview published in the Dawn, Jinnah further argued, ‘The Congress
has been and is organising itself to launch a struggle of mass civil disobedi-
ence. Preparations are and have been going on in full swing. The INA army
men are requisitioned, enrolled, financed and sent all over the country. . . . We
are, therefore, now forced for our self-defence and self-preservation to say
good bye to constitutional methods and we have decided now as part and
parcel of our policy and programme to prepare and resort to direct action as
and when the time may come to launch’ (see Jinnah’s interview in the Dawn, 1
August 1946).

60 Even the Bengal government was not happy with the declaration of a holiday
on the Direct Action Day because of the apprehension that ‘the declaring of a
holiday would encourage their men [the League supporters] to enforce a
hartal on the Hindus who are likely to oppose’. See IOR, Tyson Papers, Eur E
341/41, Tyson’s note on the Calcutta disturbances, 29 September 1946.

61 The government was criticised for declaring 16 August a holiday because ‘by
declaring a holiday, the Government was aligning itself with a political party
and was creating a situation in which Hindu businesses were expected to close
in order to observe a holiday, prescribed for political purposes by the Muslim
League’. In support of this contention, it was argued that the disorders began
when Muslims tried to force Hindu shopkeepers to shut their shops. The
Bengal Governor, however, defended the decision of the ministry by saying
that ‘in his judgement, the disturbances would have been on an even greater
scale had the Muslim League been forced to celebrate the Direct Action Day
in defiance of the Government’. See IOR, L/PJ/8/576, Summary of events: the
Calcutta Riot, 20 October 1946.

62 Personal reports on the killing on the Great Calcutta killing (extracts from the
diary of Major L. A. Livermore), in Tuker 1950: 597.

63 An eye-witness account suggests that ‘houses were burned in the north and
east of Calcutta probably due to Muslim leaders compelling Hindu shopkeep-
ers to close their shops and the rank and file pulling people off their bicycles
and of the busses. The Hindus, on their side, were trying to prevent Muslim
processions from marching through Hindu quarters of the city on their way to
the meeting’ (see Tuker 1950: 157). In his telegram to Pethick Lawrence, the
Bengal Governor also confirmed that ‘the communal trouble started as early
as 7 am in Maniktola area’. See IOR, L/PJ/8/577, Telegram, Burrows to the
Secretary of State, Pethick Lawrence, 16 August 1946.

64 Following the adoption of the Direct Action resolution on 29 July 1946, The
Dawn regularly devoted a full page to justify the League demand for Pakistan
and also warned the Muslims of the adverse consequences of opposing the
Congress, which ‘is bent upon setting up a caste-Hindu Raj in India with the
connivance of the British. Hence, we [Muslims] shall fight for it, we shall die
for it [and] take it we must or perish’. The L/PJ/8/655 series (of the India
Office Records) contains these pages. For the quoted sentence, see The Dawn,
13 August 1946.

65 IOR, R/3/1/135, The Dawn, 16 August 1946.
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66 The Morning News, 5 August 1946.
67 The Morning News, 11 August 1946.
68 Report of the Commissioner of Police on the disturbances of 16–20 August

1946, cited in Singh 1987: 182. Francis Tuker, in charge of the Eastern
Command, which was called to help the police during the riot, also confirmed
the influx of goondas from other parts of India (Tuker 1950: 1158).

69 IOR, L/I/1/882, proscribed pamphlets, the Muslim League pamphlet entitled,
Let Pakistan Speak for Herself, the Muslim League, Calcutta, 1946. The pro-
League The Star of India also drew upon the importance of the month of
Ramazan while preparing the Muslims for the Direct Action Day. In its 13
August edition, The Star of India thus declared, ‘Muslims must remember that
it was in Ramazan that the Quoran was revealed. It was in Ramazan that the
permission for jehad was granted by Allah. . . . The Muslim League is fortu-
nate that it is starting its action on this holy month’ (see The Star of India, 13
August 1946).

70 Khosla 1989: 51–3. Large numbers of very provocative leaflets were in circula-
tion. One of them, for instance, ran as follows: ‘The Sword of Islam must be
shining on the heaven and will subdue all evil designs. . . . we, the Muslims,
have had the crown and have ruled. Do not lose heart. Be ready and take your
swords’. Asking the Kafirs ‘to come to the arena with their swords’, the other
leaflet proclaims, ‘we shall then see who will play with us for rivers of blood
will flow. We shall have the swords in our hands and the noise of takbir,
tomorrow will doom’s day’. The Muslims should celebrate because, as another
leaflet declares, ‘God has granted to the Muslims in the month Ramzan what
they have been clamouring for. The day for an open fight with the Kafir which
is the greatest desire of the Muslim nation has arrived. . . . The shining gates of
heaven have been opened for [us]. Let us enter in thousands. Let us all cry out
victory to Pakistan, victory to the Muslim nation, to the army which has
declared a jehad’. G. D. Khosla’s account drew upon the work of a Fact
Finding Commission set up by the Government India to inquire into partition-
related violence in Punjab. Regarded as too sensitive its report was never pub-
lished, though Khosla had access to the records and the personnel by dint of
his association with the Commission as a member.

71 Burrows to Wavell, 22 August 1946, Mansergh et al., Vol VIII, 1979: 296.
72 The Bengal Governor was criticised for not having called the army immedi-

ately the trouble began. There was ‘a loud and persistent demand for the
recall of the Governor who, it was stated, had failed in his duty’ (see Sitara-
mayya 1969: 805). On 25 October 1946, a protest meeting was, as an official
report suggests, organised in London at St Martin’s Art School in which a res-
olution was adopted demanding the removal of Sir F. Burros from the Gover-
norship of Bengal and the removal of the Muslim League ministry in that
province. See IOR, L/PJ/8/578, R. M. J. Harris (Private Secretary to the
Secretary of State) to Penthick Lawrence, 26 October 1946.

73 Chaudhuri 1987: 810.
74 IOR, L/PJ/8/655, Major J. Sim to F. J. Errol, an MP of the Labour Party, 23

August 1946.
75 Burrows to Wavell, 22 August 1946, Mansergh et al., Vol VIII, 1979: 297.
76 Tazeen Murshid absolves Suhrawardy of responsibility by glossing over his

role in the riot. She attributed the massacre to the already prevalent animosity
between the two communities, Stating that Suhrawardy did not organise the
riot, and hence, ‘his use of office vehicle to patrol the streets and offer protec-
tion to those [affected] was entirely misrepresented’ (Murshid 1985: 214). As
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shown above, the Chief Minister may not have been directly involved in the
massacre that took the city by surprise; he did, however, undertake to shape
the course of events in Calcuttta in a manner calculated to inspire awe in the
minds of non-Muslims and to demonstrate to the world at large the strength
and solidarity of the protagonists of Pakistan.

77 Khosla 1989: 49. As Percival Griffith of the Indian Police mentions, by 1946 80
per cent of the Police officers in Bengal were Muslims. Whereas in 1924 only
three out of twelve officers were Muslims, there were thirty seven Muslim offi-
cers out of a total strength of forty eight in 1946. (Griffiths 1971: 427).

78 Chaudhuri 1987: 809.
79 The Statesman, 18 August 1946, cited in Singh 1987: 184.
80 Centre of South Asian Studies, Cambridge, Taylor Papers, S. G. Taylor’s

report on the 1946 Calcutta Riot (typescript), p. 9.
81 IOR, Tyson Papers, Eur. E 341/41, Tyson’s note of 23 August 1946.
82 IOR, Tyson Papers, Eur. E 341/41, Tyson’s note of 17 August 1946.
83 Centre of South Asian Studies, Cambridge, Taylor Papers, S. G. Taylor’s

report on the 1946 Calcutta Riot (typescript). p. 11.
84 Ibid.
85 According to a government estimate, 5000 died and 15000 were injured in the

Calcutta massacre (see IOR, L/I/1/777, a report on the political situation in
India, September 1946). Contradicting the official figures, the Congress estim-
ate suggests that ‘rough estimates of killed varied, ranging about 7000, besides
many more thousand wounded’. (Sitamaramayya 1969: 805).

86 See Chaudhuri 1990: 25.
87 Muslims could not have ‘secured even a partial hartal’, wrote Tyson, ‘had

their leaders in Bengal not taken advantage of their position as Ministers to
make improper use of the Negotiable Instruments Act’. See IOR, Tyson
Papers, Eur, E 341/40, Tyson’s note of 17 August 1946.

88 The American Consul General, Calcutta, to the Secretary of State, 31 August
1946, cited in Das 1991: 187. Wavell also corroborated this during his inter-
view with Jawaharlal Nehru on 3 December 1946 (see IOR, R/3/1/128,
Wavell’s interview with Nehru, 3 December 1946).

89 Centre of South Asian Studies, Cambridge, Taylor Papers, S. G. Taylor’s
report on the 1946 Calcutta Riot (typescript), p. 14.

90 As early as 7 October 1946, apprehending serious communal strife in
Noakhali, the Commissioner of the Chittagong division sought extra police ‘to
deal with the situation before it goes completely out of hand’. See IOR, Tyson
Papers, Eur E 341/41, Chittagong Divisional Commissioner to Tyson, 7
October 1946.

91 As early as 1940, Benthall warned the government of Bengal of a possible
communal outbreak in the district presumably due to the circumstances in
which the Hindu minority was placed. As he categorically stated, ‘[i]n
Noakhali where 80% of the population were Moslems, and are definitely
making life intolerable for the Hindu majority, who, of course, are largely
landlords’. CSASC, Benthall Papers, Box XIX, Benthall’s diary notes of 20
February 1940.

92 Thus, Nirmal Kumar Bose reminisces, the outside world was kept completely
in the dark about the event in Noakhali for over a week, for the government
succeeded in imposing a strict censorship (Bose 1974: 33–4). Even the Home
Ministry did not seem to pay much attention to the outbreak. The Special
Branch of the Calcutta Police dismissed the magnitude of the events by char-
acterising them as ‘rumours’. In his ‘Partition and Migration: perspectives on
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1947’, Basudev Chattapadhyay refers to this without identifying the source
(see Chattapadhyay, ‘Partition and Migration: perspectives on 1947’, Occa-
sional Paper 2, Peace Studies Group, Department of History, University of
Calcutta, p. 12.

93 An irate Patel thus wrote to Stafford Cripps, ‘would you believe that the Gov-
ernor of Bengal has, all throughout these terrible happenings, been enjoying
the bracing climate of . . . Darjeeling?’ See IOR, L/PJ/8/578, Patel to Cripps,
19 October 1946.

94 In his press statement, J. N. Mandal, the member-designate to the Interim
Government, also underlined the participation of a substantial number of ex-
servicemen ‘who had prostrated their military training to base ends. About a
dozen of those killed’, as he mentioned, ‘were in soldiers’ uniform’. See IOR,
L/PJ/8/578, J. N. Mandal’s press statement, 25 October 1946.

95 Telegrams, Burrows to the Secretary of State, Penthick Lawrence, 16 October
and 20 October 1946, Mansergh et al., Vol. VIII, 1979: 743, 751. In its
18 October edition, the Manchester Guardian provides a graphic description
of the riot: ‘Eastern Bengal is aflame with the worst Hindu-Muslim riots India
has ever known. The armed fanatical mobs of 20000 strong’, it further adds,
are reported to be sweeping through an area of 250 square miles with fire and
sword (Manchester Guardian, 18 October 1946).

96 IOR, L/PJ/8/578, a report prepared by A. Henderson, the Under Secretary,
India Office, for presentation in Parliament on 3 November 1946.

97 IOR, L/PJ/8/578, Bengal Governor to Wavell, 3 November 1946.
98 The Times, London, 10 February 1947, thus argued that Noakhali triggered

the communal outbreak in Bihar, where the stories of abduction and rape of
Hindu women and the forced conversion were circulated to demonstrate the
effect of Muslim rule in Bengal.

99 IOR, L/PJ/5/154, Bengal Governor to the Governor-General of India, 6
December 1946.

100 After his trip to the riot-ravaged Noakhali, J. B. Kripalani, the Congress
President, confirmed that ‘the Hindu population was told that the murder,
loot and arson that went on was in revenge for Muslim lives in Calcutta
rioting’. He further claimed that ‘the attack on the Hindu population was pre-
viously arranged and prepared for. It was deliberate if not directly engineered
by the Muslim League. Local evidence all went to prove that prominent
League leaders in the village had a large hand in it. Organised bands, consist-
ing of military men, under the leadership of an ex-MLA [Ghulam Sarwar]
caused the disturbances’. See IOR, L/PJ/8/578, J. B. Kripalani’s press state-
ment, 26 October 1946.

101 IOR, L/PJ/8/578, Telegram, Burrows to Pethick Lawrence, 16 October, 1946
102 The tour diary of the District Magistrate, E. F. McInerney, published in The

Statesman, is replete with examples of the activities of Ghulam Sarwar during
and before the riot (The Statesman, 23 October, 1946).

103 Characterising the Mollahs as ‘cog in the wheels of communalism’, Tuker
attributed the devastating nature of the Noakhali–Tippera riot to their
involvement from the very outset (Tuker 1950: 614).

104 IOR, R/3/2/58, Burrows to the Viceroy, 8 November 1946.
105 Thus the Bengal Governor noted, ‘the gangs appear to be organised. Roads

have been cut in places and communication, difficult at any time of this period
of the year, has become more difficult’. Telegram, Burrows to Pethick
Lawrence, 16 October 1946, Mansergh et al., Vol. VIII, 1979: 743.

106 This description draws upon Tuker 1950: 174–7. A large number of Hindus
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were killed when the army moved in to track down ‘the miscreants’ involved
in conversion. Rather than facing the consequences if caught by the army,
they ‘abolished the evidence by killing the converts’. Tuker’s description of
the operation of the gang in Noakhali corresponds with that of J. B. Kripalani,
the Congress President, who undertook a trip to Noakhali within a fortnight
of the outbreak. He reported that ‘the modus operandi was for Muslims to
collect in batches of hundreds and in some places thousands, and march to
Hindu villages or Hindu houses with a mixed population. The crowds had
their leaders and spokesmen. Those first demanded subscriptions for the
Muslim League and sometime for the Muslim victims of the Calcutta riot.
These enforced subscriptions were heavy, sometime amounting to Rs. 10000
and more. Even after the subscriptions were realised, the Hindus were not
safe. The same or successive crowd appeared on the scene later and looted
Hindus houses. The looted houses in most cases were burnt. Those who
resisted were killed. Sometimes, before the houses were looted, the inmates
were asked to embrace Islam. The mollah or the priest of the local mosque
always accompanied the crowd. However, the conversion did not give them
impunity against loot and arson’. See IOR, L/PJ/8/578, J. B. Kripalani’s press
statement, 26 October 1946.

107 Bangladesh Secretariat Record Room, Dhaka, Home-Poll P10C–112/1946,
Superintendent of Police to E. F. McInerney, the District Magistrate,
Noakhali, 20 October 1946. Of these areas, Chandpur was devastated presum-
ably because it was the only route for escape into West Bengal. A large
number of Hindus were killed in Chandpur during their escape, since most of
the roads and river exits were guarded by the armed Muslim National Guards
(see The Times, London, 19 October 1946).

108 Thus the Noakhali District Magistrate, McInerney, mentioned, ‘the police,
especially the sub-inspectors and lower ranks seem to be openly taking sides
in favour of their community and the people at large have little confidence in
their impartiality and do not expect security from them’. See IOR, L/PJ/8/577,
Wavell’s interview with Divisional Commissioner, Chittagong (M. O. Carter)
and District Magistrate, 2 November 1946.

109 That Ghulam Sarwar was arrested on 28 October 1946 was reported to the
British Parliament on 29 October 1946. See IOR, L/PJ/8/578, report by A.
Henderson, the Under Secretary, India Office, 29 October 1946.

110 Even the Viceroy was surprised at the inordinate delay in arresting Sarwar,
which he attributed to ‘the ineffective and demoralised lower rank police staff
. . . who were affected by communalism’. See IOR, L/PJ/8/577, Wavell’s note
on the interview he had with the Chittagong Divisional Commissioner and
Noalhali District magistrate on 2 November 1946.

111 Tuker 1950: 178. Ineffectiveness of the police accounted largely for the devas-
tation in Noakhali. The Viceroy himself admitted that the Sub-Inspectors and
those below had openly collided with their community (J. M. G. Bell, ‘Notes
on recent experiences in Bengal’,CSASC, Bell Papers, file No. 3 (4).

112 IOR, L/PJ/8/577, M. O. Carter to the Burrows, 7 November 1946.
113 While reporting on this, the Inspector General of Police, Bengal requested the

Bengal Government to take adequate steps to avoid such incidents in future.
IOR, L/PJ/8/577, the Inspector General of Police, Bengal, to the Additional
Secretary (Home), Government of Bengal, 8 November 1946.

114 Tuker 1950: 609–10. There are instances where, as highlighted by M. O.
Carter, the Additional Secretary (Home), the League ministry ‘pressurised
the police to withdraw the criminal cases, including murder, rioting and even
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rape’. M. O. Carter, ‘Trouble in 1946’, see CSASC, M. O. Carter papers, pp.
10–11.

115 IOR, L/PJ/8/578, Burrows to the Secretary of State, 16 August 1946. Report-
ing on Suhrawardy’s participation in a Faridpur meeting, Burrows also stated,
‘mass meetings have been held in several districts in east Bengal urging
Moslems to enrol in the National Guard. Some of the speeches were violent in
character’.

116 Vallabhbhai Patel characterised the situation in Noakhali as ‘a reign of terror’
that seemed to have continued (Patel to Wavell, 25 October 1946, in Sardar
Patel Correspondence, Vol. 3, p. 303). Seven months after the riot, the Chit-
tagong Divisional Commissioner wrote, ‘[w]hat is happening is that a section
of Muslims is taking advantage of the demoralised condition of the Hindus to
insult, threaten and cow them down into a state of resigned submission, after
which they fatten on their property and treat them as an inferior race. It is
quite usual for the Hindus while moving about to be addressed as malaun or
kafir. Sometime they are searched by parties of Muslims and deprived of any-
thing the latter fancy. Cases have occurred of Hindus returning to their houses
with their daily bazaar and having their purchases snatched away’. See
WBSA, Home-Poll, 457/C. confidential report of the Commissioner, Chit-
tagong Division, to P. D. Martyn, Additional Secretary (Home), Government
of Bengal, 13 May 1947. In his memoirs, N. K. Bose also corroborated the
‘helplessness’ of those Hindus who survived the carnage by stating that ‘under
the surface, however, there is definitely tension and among Hindus a sense of
insecurity. Hindus have not yet recovered their morale. They are apprehen-
sive and suspicious’. See N. K. Bose 1974: 140, 152.

117 IOR, R/3/2/59A, Burrows to Mountbatten, 22 April 1947.
118 In his report, the Bengal Governor underlined this dimension while explaining

the mass brutality against the Hindu businessmen. ‘It is worth recording’, he
argued, ‘that many of the shopkeepers had made fortunes in the 1943 famine,
at the expense of the Muslim peasantry’. See IOR, L/PJ/5/164, Bengal Gover-
nor to the Governor-General, 6 December 1946.

119 IOR, L/PJ/8/573, The Times, London, 10 February 1947.
120 Kripalani 1978: 50.
121 Kripalani 1978: 81–2. She further adds, ‘the social order having been

destroyed, even the Muslims especially the poor had to suffer. All the
markets, school, hospital, dispensaries had been destroyed. Bullocks had been
killed and eaten-up and ploughs had been burnt. Even boats and fishing had
been destroyed. Normal life was totally destroyed. Poor Muslim families were
also starving. Only the few at the top who had bloated with looted goods had
gained by the riots’ (emphasis original; Kripalani 1978: 50).

122 Gandhi to Suhrawardy, 3 December 1946, CWMG, Vol. 86, p. 185.
123 The Bengal governor expressed anxiety for Gandhi’s personal security. In his

correspondence with the Viceroy, he thus wrote, ‘I have redoubled the police
precautions and since he pays no attention to my chief minister’s repeated
requests to quit Bengal I can only hope that he may tire of the ubiquitous con-
stables and withdraw to a safer area’. See IOR, R/3/1/129, Governor to the
Viceroy, 24 December 1946.

124 Kripalani 1978: 52.
125 Bose 1974: 132.
126 Mahajan 2000: 239.
127 As news of Noakhali spilled over into Bihar, a riot broke out in the province,

which became violent, in the month of November 1946. Propaganda by the
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Hindu Mahasabha was believed to have added fuel to the desire for revenge.
The most affected districts were Patna, Chapra, Mongher,, Bhagalpur and
Gaya, killing more than 5000 people. Referring to the Bihar riot that began ‘in
revenge for Muslim atrocities in Bengal’, a confidential report characterised
the week-long disturbances as ‘unprecedented [which] for ferocity, barbarity
and size, seem to have surpassed all communal or political outbursts in recent
Indian history’. See IOR, L/PS/12/1226, a confidential appreciation of the
political situation in India, prepared under the authority of the Governor-
General, 20 November 1946. Wavell, who undertook a trip to Bihar immedi-
ately after the riot, also confirms that what had happened in Bihar ‘has been
an outbreak of savagery and bestiality even worse than the Calcutta killings
and more terrible than the Noakhali riots for which they were a revenge’
(Moon 373). For details on the Bihar riot, see Damodaran 1995: 159–73;
Mahajan 2000: 258–69.

128 Jinnah Papers: Prelude to Pakistan, 20 February–2 June 1947, First Series,
Vol. 1 (part II), pp. 291–2. N. K. Bose, who stayed with Gandhi in Noakhali,
also referred to this (Bose 1974: 130). Fazlul Haq indulged in personal vilifica-
tion against Gandhi. In a public speech, he was reported to have compared
Gandhi to gandhipoka, an insect known for emitting an odious smell, and
urged the Noakhali Muslims to ‘make it impossible for him to remain there’
(cited in Das 1991: 202).

129 IOR, R/3/1/128, Wavell’s note on his interview with Nehru on 3 December
1946.

130 Both the All India Muslim League and the Bengal Provincial Muslim League
adopted resolutions condemning the acts of lawlessness, violence and murder
in Noakhali for which the Congress and Hindu politicians were held respons-
ible (see IOR, L/PJ/8/578). The tone in both the resolutions is uniform. The
All India Muslim League adopted the resolution on 22 October 1946, and its
provincial counterpart on 19 October 1946.

131 IOR, L/PJ/8/655, Burrows to Wavell 4 November 1946.
132 The Morning News, 26 September 1946.
133 The Morning News, 19 October 1946.
134 IOR, R/3/1/128, Wavell’s interview with Jinnah and Liaquat Ali Khan, 3

December, 1946. Ayesha Jalal of course absolves Jinnah of all responsibility
for the carnage in Bengal despite Jinnah’s own recognition of the role of the
Muslims in Noakhali riots. As ‘a constitutional politician, a believer in rules
enforced by rulers’, Jinnah, as she argues, did not expect, and certainly did not
want, anything like this to happen’. Ayesha Jalal, The Sole Spokesman, Cam-
bridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 216.

135 Sitaramayya 1969: 806.
136 IOR, R/3/2/160, Burrows to the Viceroy, 19 June 1947.
137 The communists, for instance, supported the partition because ‘in the given

circumstances of 1946–7, the pressure to recognise the inevitability of a com-
munal division was overwhelming’ (Sengupta 1989, cited in Chatterjee 1977:
39).

138 See Chapter 4.
139 As late as January 1946, Shyama Prasad Mookherjee was, however, opposed

to partition, before the communal violence of Calcutta and Noakhali. He was
very unambiguous when he stated that ‘we were not just willing to entertain
any proposal to partition India. We objected [to the Viceroy’s breakdown
plan] because it meant the fragmentation of India. The Congress and the
League only differed on the mode and extent of the country’s truncation. . . .
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Only the Hindu Mahasabha had asserted that India should not be divided at
any cost’ (Mookherjee 1993: 105–7).

140 IOR, L/PJ/5/154, Burrows to Mountbatten, 11 April 1947.
141 NMML, Shyama Prasad Mookherjee Papers, Subject File no. 114/47.
142 IOR, L/PJ/5/154, Burrows to Mountbatten, 11 April 1947.
143 IOR, R/3/2/59A, The Chief Secretary’s Report, second half of May 1947.
144 IOR, R/3/2/59A, The Chief Secretary’s Report, first half of May 1947.
145 Apart from the newspaper reports, the stories of Muslim atrocities reached

Calcutta as soon as refugees from the riot-affected areas began pouring into
the city. According to an eye-witness account, ‘hundreds of villages have been
burnt, hundreds of people butchered or maimed, thousands made homeless
and destitute and the two districts are now infernos of communal fury’ (see
IOR, L/PJ/8/578, The Times, London, 19 October 1946).

146 NMML, Shyama Prasad Mookherjee Papers, Subject File no. 114/147, petition
from Barisal, 23 April 1947.

147 NMML, Shyama Prasad Mookherjee Papers, Subject File no. 114/147, petition
from Calcutta, 7 May 1947. Even the Government of Bengal expressed alarm
at the expenses incurred in providing shelter to the Muslim refugees from
Bihar. The Bengal Chief Secretary, for instance, characterised this policy as
‘illustrative of an intention to “Islamise” West Bengal, especially when the
Government of Bihar was keen to take the Bihar refugees back’ (see IOR,
Mountbatten Papers, Mss.Eur F. 200/24, a note prepared by the Chief Secret-
ary on the Future of Bengal).

148 As the government report suggests, the Chief Minister attended several
meeting of the Guard just before the Noakhali outbreak. See BSRR, Dhaka,
P10C-112/46, report on the communal disturbances in Noakhali and Tippera.
S. G. Taylor, the Inspector General of Police, Bengal, remembered in his
memoirs that Suhrawardy went out of the way to arrange the release of the
Muslims arrested in connection with rioting. See CSASC, Taylor Papers, his
report on the 1946 Calcutta riot. Confirming this, M. O. Carter, the Additional
Secretary (Home), Government of Bengal, expressed disappointment when
the Chief Minister took personal interest in releasing the ‘miscreants’. See
CSASC, Carter Papers, unpublished memoirs, pp. 10–11.

149 IOR, L/PJ/5/154, a petition from Chittagong to the Viceroy, 28 May 1947.
Apart from the threat, the Guards organised processions shouting slogans in
favour of Pakistan. Apart from Alla-ho-Akbar, the other two prominent
slogans were ‘larke lenge Pakistan’ and ‘marke lenge Pakistan’.

150 IOR, L/PJ/8/655, Burrows to Mountbatten, 11 April 1947.
151 Even the private secretary of the Bengal Governor, Tyson was critical of the

Governor’s permission to recruit Punjabi Muslims for the Calcutta Armed
Police. According to him, ‘it was a stupid thing to do politically if the Govern-
ment wanted the trouble to die down and communal relations to improve’.
See IOR, Tyson Papers, Eur 341/41, Tyson’s note, 12 July 1947. Suhrawardy,
however, defended the recruitment of 600 Punjabi Muslim Armed Guards ‘to
achieve equality in the balance of the city’s police force’ that was heavily tilted
in favour of non-Muslims (presumably because out of a total of 1200 police-
men there only 63 Muslims). See Suhrawardy 1987: 25.

152 NMML, Shyama Prasad Mookherjee Papers, Subject File no. 114/47, a peti-
tion from Calcutta, 28 May 1947.

153 Amrita Bazar Patrika of 9 June 1947 published several letters to the editor
highlighting the activities of the Armed Guard in Calcutta and its vicinity.
Tyson, the Secretary to the Governor of Bengal referred to their ‘irresponsi-
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ble’ behaviour. See IOR, Tyson Papers, Eur E 341/41, Tyson, the Secretary to
the Governor of Bengal, to the Viceroy, 12 June 1947.

154 IOR, Tyson Papers, Eur E 341/41, Tyson’s note, 12 July 1947. The Bengal
Governor, Fredrick Burrows, also noticed that the new recruits were provided
with better accommodation than the Gurkhas owing ‘to the accommodating
spirit of a very rich Muslim’. See IOR, L/PJ/5/154-6, Burrows to Mountbatten,
11 April 1947.

155 IOR, L/PJ/8/655, This description draws upon the intercepted letter of
Raghib Ahsan Huseyn, President of the Calcutta district Muslim League, to
Suhrawardy, 13 April 1947.

156 NMML, Moonjee Papers, Subject file No. 74, B. S. Moonjee to Ashutosh
Lahiri, 4 March 1947.

157 IOR, R/3/2/59A, the Chief Secretary’s Fortnightly Report, second half of July
1947.

158 NMML, Moonjee Papers, Asutosh Lahiri to B. S. Moonjee, 3 July 1947.
159 CSASC, Bell Papers, file 3 (2).
160 Jadunath Sarkar, Meghnad Saha, Suniti Kumar Chatterjee, Kalidas Nag, R. C.

Majumdar, among others. For details of the memoranda, see NAI, Rajendra
Prasad Papers, 6-1/45-6-7, and also NMML, AICC, Bengal Partition Files,
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4

AN ALTERNATIVE TO
PARTITION

The united Bengal scheme

The 1947 British withdrawal from the Indian subcontinent led to the cre-
ation of two sovereign states: India and Pakistan. Drawing on the Hindu–
Muslim chasm, the controversial ‘two-nation theory’ justified the great
divide. Although Jinnah attained what he had long sought, the very basis
of the partition was fragile, otherwise the erstwhile East Pakistan would
not have seceded to form an independent state within less than three
decades. Now, a number of studies have shown the extent to which reli-
gion was emphasised for political ends. Whatever the explanation, 1947
saw the vivisection of the subcontinent of India into two separate states.
This chapter examines the short-lived proposal to create three and not two
sovereign polities – India, Pakistan and United Bengal.

Between April and June 1947, top Bengali politicians such as Sarat
Bose, K. S. Roy and H. S. Suhrawardy argued for a united Bengal com-
prising both east and west Bengal. Although they failed to generate ade-
quate support in favour of the campaign, in their correspondence with the
British authorities which has been published in The Transfer of Power
volumes edited by Manseurgh and Moon, both the provincial Congress
and Muslim League leaders made a strong case for an independent
Bengal. Their efforts did not yield results, though the unity shown by them
during the period was remarkable. Neither the British nor the Congress
High Command thought the proposal viable in view of the deepening
fissure between the Hindus and the Muslims at the grassroots level. What
probably conditioned their decision was the experience of the devastating
riots in and around Calcutta following the League’s ‘Direct Action’ call on
16 August 1946.

The scheme for a third dominion

The idea of a united Bengal owed its origin to H. S. Suhrawardy, the then
Premier of Bengal, who at a press conference in Delhi on 27 April 1947
argued strongly for ‘an independent, undivided and sovereign Bengal in a
divided India as a separate dominion’.1 Although the Bengal Premier spelt
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out his views regarding an independent Bengal in the Delhi statement, he
began floating the idea2 with Attlee’s historic announcement on 20 Febru-
ary 1947 that it was ‘the definite intention’ of the British to leave India by
June 1948, even if that necessitated transferring power ‘in some areas to
existing Provincial Governments’.3 Criticising the partition demand spon-
sored by the Hindu Mahasabha and the Congress as ‘short-sighted’ and a
‘confession of defeatism’,4 Suhrawardy argued strongly for a united Bengal
because Bengal was indivisible in view of its ‘economic integrity, mutual
reliance and the necessity of creating a strong workable state’.5 In his view,
Bengal continued to remain economically backward primarily because of
the presence of a large group of non-Bengali businessmen who, in the
name of earning their livelihood, exploited the people for their own
benefit. Hence, he launched a campaign against them because he felt that
‘if Bengal is to be great, it can only [be] so if it stands on its leg [sic] . . . it
must be a master of its own resources and riches and its own destiny. It
must cease to be exploited by others’.6 The Bengal Provincial Muslim
League (BPML) corroborated Suhrawardy’s argument, attributing
Bengal’s poverty to exploitation by the non-Bengali business interests. In
a press statement Abul Hashim, the BPML Secretary, argued thus:

Cent percent alien capital, both Indian and Anglo-American
exploiting Bengal is invested in Bengal. The growing socialist
tendencies amongst us have created fears of expropriating. . . .
They have the prudence to visualize difficulties in a free and
united Bengal. It is in the interest of the alien capital that Bengal
should be divided.7

Apart from the British-dominated Bengal Chamber of Commerce, there
were three other organisations to protect indigenous commercial interests
– namely, the Indian Chamber of Commerce, the Bengal National
Chamber of Commerce, and the Muslim Chamber of Commerce. Of
these, the Bengal National Chamber of Commerce, dominated by the
Bengalis, had declined in importance by the first half of the twentieth
century, probably because of the demise of its mentor C. R. Das and the
consolidation of the Marwari business interests through the Indian
Chamber of Commerce, which was in the forefront of the struggle against
foreign capital. Although it ‘had close contract with the Congress High
Command and found in Gandhi the greatest guardian of an ordered
society’,8 it was very hostile to the Bengal Congress for its radical tone and
connections with revolutionary terrorism. G. D. Birla, the principal archi-
tect of the Indian Chamber of Commerce, on several occasions com-
plained to Gandhi about the Bengal Congress.9 In 1937 in particular, when
the question of a coalition between the Krishak Praja party (KPP) and the
Bengal Congress came up, it was Birla who persuaded Gandhi to withdraw
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his approval after having convincing him that the combination would have
an adverse impact on the Marwari business community in Calcutta.10 Sim-
ilarly, the Muslim Chamber of Commerce, founded in 1932, was primarily
an instrument for the protection of the non-Bengali (Muslim) commercial
interests in Bengal. The Chamber, comprising Muslim merchants, manu-
facturers and bankers in Calcutta, including the Ispahani and Adamjee
families, accounted for 890 members with a claimed capital of Rs 200
million.11 It declared in 1934 – perhaps a wild claim – that apart form
having a firm grip on the trade in salt, raw jute, rice and skins, its members
controlled 75 per cent of Bengal’s coastal trade;12 although this claim
seems somewhat exaggerated, the fact that it was a force to reckon with in
so far as the coastal trade was concerned can be substantiated with refer-
ence to an application of the Chittagong unit of the Muslim Chamber of
Conference for ‘recognition from the Government of Bengal’.13 The dis-
trict administration was reluctant initially, because it was unclear whether
the formation of a separate chamber of commerce was necessary since
there were already commercial associations in existence of which
Muhammedan merchants were members,14 but it had to agree at the
instance of the government of Bengal.15

In the context of divide and rule, the Bengal Chamber of Commerce, an
association of European merchants and manufacturers in Calcutta, always
supported the cause of the Muslims as against the Congress. In fact, with
the publication of the 1932 White Paper, which recognised ‘numerical
strength’ as the source of power, the European Association as the political
wing of the Bengal Chamber of Commerce realised that the key to power
was undoubtedly the solidarity of Muslims.16 Accordingly, the Association
decided financially to back The Star of India, the mouthpiece of the
Muslims, with advertisements from European firms17 so as to draw Muslim
support against the nationalists.

The above summary shows the extent to which commercial interests
appeared significant in Bengal’s political arithmetic. By virtue of Birla’s
intimacy with Gandhi, the Indian Chamber of Commerce succeeded in
most cases in pursuing its commercial goal despite the vehement opposi-
tion of the provincial Congress leadership. With the triumph of the anti-
Subhas Bose faction in the Bengal Provincial Congress, it appeared to be
plain sailing for Birla, primarily because the ad hoc committee which was
installed in the wake of suspending the Sarat Bose-led Congress appreci-
ated the role of the indigenous business houses in building the country’s
economic strength. Interestingly, the Indian Chamber of Commerce
opposed the united Bengal movement from the beginning even though
partition would destroy their commercial network in east Bengal. G. D.
Birla, in his letter to the AICC,18 insisted on partition because the
Suhrawardy-sponsored united Bengal campaign was a ploy to create a
greater Pakistan. The logic of the argument is easy to understand; what is
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puzzling, however, is Birla’s unequivocal support for the division, which
also meant a significant loss of market. Birla probably realised that his
contact with the Congress High Command, drawing on national demo-
cratic ideology, would pay off with the departure of the British commercial
houses. Also, his firm grip over Calcutta, the commercial capital of India,
would enable him to explore both the national and international
markets.19 Partition would also rule out the possibility of the operation of
other organised commercial interests, including the Muslim Chamber of
Commerce – which, being well entrenched in east Bengal, was striving to
extend into Calcutta and west Bengal. Thus the argument marshalled by
the Muslim Chamber of Commerce in favour of the move appears to have
stemmed from obvious commercial considerations. In fact, Jinnah’s
decision to support Suhrawardy was attributed to a large extent to
M. A. H. Ispahani of the Muslim Chamber of Commerce, who was
reported to have persuaded the Quaid-i-Azam to discuss the matter with
the Viceroy.20 It was certainly a master stroke, which transformed a
regional political campaign into a national one by linking the national
leadership with its regional counterpart. Jinnah perhaps saw in
Suhrawardy’s move the possibility of a greater Pakistan and was thus
convinced, while Ispahani, a commercial magnate, decided to back the
campaign financially, first with a view to neutralising the prevalent anti-
non-Bengali feeling in Bengal, and second with the hope of becoming
intimate with Jinnah – who, for obvious reasons, was to be crucial in Pak-
istan. Another consideration which probably prompted Ispahani to extend
support to Suhrawardy was his long-cherished aim of controlling the jute
industry in west Bengal,21 then chiefly owned by British business houses
and members of the Indian Chamber of Commerce.22 Moreover, the
decision that Calcutta was to be a part of India after the great divide
caused alarm to Ispahani and his colleagues whose business careers had
begun in Calcutta, which was likely to continue as an important business
centre even after the transfer of power – hence the interest in keeping the
city within Pakistan.23

Although Ispahani’s indirect involvement in the campaign for a united
Bengal strengthened Suhrawardy’s argument to some extent, the very idea
of separate dominion sparked off dissension within the BPML. Factional
rivalry, which probably reached its zenith over the move for a united
Bengal, was not new.24 Suhrawardy’s 27 April statement provoked the
other faction in the BPML – (the Khawaja group, led by Khwaja Naz-
imuddin and Akram Khan) – to question the validity of such a move in the
context of the 1940 Lahore resolution.25 Abul Hashim, the spokesman of
the Suhrawardy group, argued in a counter-statement strongly in favour of
the campaign, which was justified in accordance with the Pakistan demand.
Reiterating their faith in the Lahore resolution, he further elaborated that
‘the resolution never contemplated the creation of any Akhand Muslim

T H E  U N I T E D  B E N G A L  S C H E M E

135



state’, and on the contrary ‘it stipulated that the areas in which the
Muslims are numerically in a majority as in the North-Western and
Eastern zones of India should be grouped to constitute “Independent
States” in which the constituent unit shall be autonomous and sovereign’.
Thus Hashim concluded that ‘it gives Bengal . . . complete sovereignty’.26

Referring to the great tradition of Bengal as a distinct cultural identity and
the richness of her language, the Hashim–Suhrawardy combination
warned Bengali Muslims that ‘in an Akhand Pakistan they would be under
the domination of west Pakistanis and Urdu would be the state language.
They could not expect a better position than becoming peons under the
Urdu-speaking judges and magistrates’.27 Interestingly, Akram Khan and
his colleagues, who strongly deprecated the suggestion for a united Bengal
movement at the outset, staged a volte face as soon as Jinnah accorded
support to Suhrawardy’s political campaign.28 In order to save the situ-
ation, Akram, the spokesman of the anti-Suhrawardy Khwaja group,
immediately announced that:

as disciplined members of the All India Muslim League they
opposed Suhrawardy vehemently because the United Bengal
movement did not receive a favourable response from the High
Command. Now, with Jinnah’s opposition to the partition of
Bengal, we will work hand in hand with Suhrawardy and his col-
leagues to accomplish the stipulated aim.29

The fight between the Khwaja group and the Hashim–Suhrawardy combi-
nation was merely a continuity of the rivalry between the newly emerged
Muslim middle class led by Suhrawardy and the well-entrenched landed
aristocracy under the leadership of Khwaja Nazimuddin, the Dhaka
Nawab. Apart from the obvious social distance between the two groups,
two events appear to have consolidated the differences in 1946. First, with
the defeat of Nazimuddin as the parliamentary leader of the BPML,
Suhrawardy formed a ministry in which the Khwaja group was not given
adequate representation.30 Instead of accommodating what he called ‘the
disgruntled and ambitious members of the Khwaja group’, Suhrawardy
lodged a complaint with Jinnah,31 who apparently gave him a free hand in
the formation of the ministry by referring to the practice of parliamentary
democracy in which the leader chose his team-mates.32 Jinnah’s decision to
back Suhrawardy against the Khwaja group was probably logical. As a
tactful politician he could not afford to alienate the Bengal Premier, who,
after Fazlul Haq, was the most popular leader, both in the BPML and
outside, due to his image as the true representative of Bengali Muslims –
an image that gained currency in view of the pronounced non-Bengali
character of the Khwaja group in terms of language and other considera-
tions.33 Secondly, Suhrawardy strained his relations with the Khwaja group
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further by introducing the Bargadar Bill in the Assembly in April 1947,
which, by stipulating to increase the share of the produce of the bargadar
(sharecropper) from one-half to two-thirds, was a direct attack on the
landed aristocracy in the context of absolute landlordism.34 Although the
Bill remained on paper,35 its content caused alarm to the members of the
Khwaja group who, in a memorandum submitted to Jinnah and Liaquat
Ali Khan, the Chairman of the Central Parliamentary Board, insisted on
the revocation of the bill.36 For Suhrawardy it was a triumph because,
apart from ensuring that the issues raised required serious thought, Jinnah
did not either ask for the withdrawal of the bill or request the inclusion of
the members of the Khwaja group in the ministry.37

Jinnah’s role

As mentioned earlier, Suhrawardy gained remarkably owing to Jinnah’s
support for the united Bengal move. Although Mountbatten expressed
uncertainty regarding Jinnah’s role, Suhrawardy was confident that ‘he
could get Mr. Jinnah to agree that [Bengal] need not join Pakistan if it was
prepared to remain united’.38 While commenting on Suhrawardy’s state-
ment, Jinnah came out strongly in favour of keeping Bengal united: ‘If
Bengal remains united, . . . I should be delighted. What is the use of
Bengal without Calcutta[?]; they had much better to remain united and
independent; I am sure that they would be on friendly terms with us’.39

Jinnah was impressed by Suhrawardy’s scheme, probably because it was a
stepping stone towards attaining a greater Pakistan comprising provinces
in which Muslims constituted a majority. In his view, ‘the question of the
division of India, as proposed by the Muslim League, is based on the fun-
damental fact that there are two nations – Hindus and Muslims – and the
underlying principle is that we want a National Home and a National State
in our homelands which are predominantly Muslim, and comprise the 6
units of Punjab NWFP [North Western Frontier Province], Sind, Baluchis-
tan and Bengal’.40 Opposing the government’s move for the partition of
Bengal and the Punjab, which meant ‘a truncated or mutilated moth-eaten
Pakistan’, Jinnah argued that ‘this clamour is not based on any sound prin-
ciple except that the Hindu minorities in the Punjab and Bengal wish to
cut up these provinces and cut up their own people into two in these
provinces’.41 Although he was aware that ‘the caste Hindus and Sikhs
don’t want to be under a government in which the Muslims will be in a
majority’,42 he nonetheless appealed to the Viceroy ‘not to destroy the
unity of Bengal and Punjab which had national characteristics in common,
common ways of life; and where the Hindus have stronger feelings as Ben-
galis or Punjabis than they have as members of the Congress’43 (emphasis
added). Whatever the validity of Jinnah’s contention, its logic appears
unsatisfactory in the light of his insistence on the two-nation theory as the
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basis of the Great Divide. In fact, in response to the argument opposing
partition, Mountbatten, by drawing Jinnah’s attention to the implication of
the two-nation theory, mentioned unequivocally that:

by sheer logic if I accepted his [Jinnah’s ] argument in the case of
India as a whole, I had also to apply them in the case of these two
provinces [Bengal and Punjab] as well. . . and therefore I could
not, of course, allow [his] theories to stop short at the provinces.44

Although Jinnah admitted45 that what he was insisting on was not logical
in the light of the two-nation theory, he strove to justify his demand by
referring to what the plight of the Scheduled Castes in divided Bengal
would be. He argued that the Scheduled Castes, constituting almost one-
third of the total population, were opposed to the partition of Bengal
because:

they rightly say that they will be divided into two parts, one at the
mercy of the caste Hindus in western and the other at the mercy
of the Muslims in eastern Bengal. They dread the caste Hindus
and it is well-known that they have suffered economical and social
tyranny at the hands of the Hindus for which there is no parallel
in the world.46

Having been drawn to the memorandum submitted by various Scheduled
Caste groups in Bengal to the Viceroy in support of the partition, Jinnah
seems to have been unnerved and probably realised that he was fighting
for a lost cause.47

What probably lay at the root of Jinnah’s concern was the fact that east
Bengal as a separate state was not economically viable. He agreed with
Suhrawardy that east Bengal ‘although it has got a large enough popu-
lation is so deficit in food grains that no amount of intensive cultivation
will be able to produce a sufficiency’.48 Not only would eastern Bengal
suffer due to ‘deficiency in food to the extent of 225000 tons’, its future as
a viable economic unit was also at stake. As mentioned in the 1947 Gover-
nor’s Conference: ‘economically, [east Bengal] could not survive as all the
coal mines, the minerals and the factories are in western Bengal, so are the
jute processing mills with two exceptions’.49 Jinnah’s defence of the united
Bengal proposal may have stemmed from the anticipation that it would
secure Calcutta, the commercial capital of India, for the proposed domin-
ion in which Muslims constituted a majority. Describing Calcutta ‘as the
heart of Bengal’ around which ‘the province has developed and grown’, he
insisted that ‘Calcutta should not be torn away from Eastern Bengal’.50 On
another occasion, Jinnah mentioned that ‘to divide the jute growing East
Bengal districts from Calcutta will be tantamount to the destruction of
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Calcutta within a few years’.51 As is shown below, although Suhrawardy
was confident, the united Bengal movement sparked off a counter-
agitation which gradually became formidable both in terms of the grass-
roots support and the strength of the arguments in favour of the partition.
In view of this, Jinnah probably realised that the idea of a third dominion
was futile and hence, he marshalled his arguments with a view to keeping
Calcutta as part of east Bengal. He emphatically suggested that:

if unfortunately, partition is decided upon and eastern Bengal is
deprived of its only port of Calcutta which has developed its
present position, in no case should it be allowed to go with the
western Bengal, otherwise, it will follow as a corollary that
western Bengal will go into Hindustan and His Majesty’s Govern-
ment will be making the present of one great port to Hindustan.
In any event, if worst comes to worst, Calcutta should be made a
free port.52

What prompted Jinnah was probably his desire to obtain the whole of
Bengal for Pakistan. In fact, he was reported to have mentioned to the
Viceroy that ‘with its Muslim majority, an independent Bengal would be a
sort of subsidiary Pakistan’.53 Thus the idea that the ‘cry for a sovereign
and undivided Bengal’ was nothing but a significant step towards creating
a greater Pakistan is not without substance. Under the given circum-
stances, the call for a greater Pakistan was likely to be suicidal in view of
the well-entrenched communal hatred following the Great Calcutta
Killings of 1946,54 hence the demand for a united Bengal comprising the
economically advanced part of west Bengal including Calcutta, one of
the most commercially important centres in India. He was optimistic that
the move for a sovereign Bengal was likely to attain success in view of the
1905 precedent in which Bengalis, irrespective of religion, forced the
British to revoke the partition. The unity between the Hindus and
Muslims evident during the 1905 anti-partition campaign was attributed to
the fact that despite differences in terms of religion, there lay a chord of
unity between them because, as Jinnah himself mentioned, both the
communities had stronger feelings as Bengalis.55 Thus it was a grand strat-
egy championing the cause of the Bengalis as such, which Jinnah devised
to attract the Bengali Hindus as well. Convinced by Jinnah’s argument in
favour of a greater Pakistan, a person like Nazimuddin, who had opposed
Suhrawardy from the outset, came out openly in favour of the united
Bengal proposal, because ‘an independent sovereign Bengal is in the best
interests of its people, whether Muslims or non-Muslims . . . and the parti-
tion of the province is fatal to the interests of Bengalis as such’.56 So,
Jinnah’s support to the united Bengal movement was therefore part of a
grand strategy of creating a bigger Pakistan comprising east and west
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Bengal – which appeared attainable, since Bengal Congress stalwarts like
Sarat Bose and K. S. Roy had decided to cooperate with the Suhrawardy–
Hashim combination in this regard.

BPCC and united Bengal

The united Bengal issue caused a fissure within the BPCC. In consonance
with the Congress High Command, a section led by Surendra Mohan
Ghosh (the President) and Kalipada Mukherjee (the Secretary of the
BPCC) opposed the united Bengal movement from the outset, as it was
nothing but an act of ‘provincialism’. Attributing the partition of Bengal to
the two-nation theory, which sparked off communalism, they argued that
‘an undivided Bengal in a divided India is an impossibility’.57 The Indian
Chamber of Commerce, representing the indigenous business interests,
was opposed to the idea because ‘the economic development to the
province. . . [made] it imperative for Bengal to remain attached to an
union’.58 By insisting on the partition of Bengal a section of the Bengali
intelligentsia, including Jadunath Sarkar, Rameshchandra Majumdar,
Megnad Saha, Sisir Kumar Mitra and Suniti Kumar Chattopadhyay,
accorded support to Surendra Mohan Ghosh, expressing ‘no confidence in
the Suhrawardy ministry which indulged in communal politics’.59

Despite opposition from within the BPCC, another section led by
Sarat Bose and K. S. Roy agreed to support the demand for an independ-
ent Bengal, and accordingly started mobilising support in its favour.
Perhaps emotionally carried away, both Bose and Roy saw in the idea the
only possible way of protecting Bengali interests. Forgetting the adverse
consequences of the Hindu–Muslim schism in rural Bengal, they were sat-
isfied with a verbal assurance from the League with regard to an
independent Bengal. Not only was Sarat Bose included favourably; Nehru
too seemed willing to concede because ‘he felt that a partition now would
anyhow bring east Bengal into Hindustan in a few years’.60 Bose’s active
involvement with the campaign for independent Bengal was probably the
last effort of the BPCC to emerge as one of the significant political forces
in Bengal. The situation seemed unfavourable: the 1935 Government of
India Act guaranteed a separate electorate to the Muslims which, along
with the Poona Pact concession to the backward communities, led to a
total eclipse of Hindu strength in the legislature. The Bengal Congress
was adversely affected in 1939–40, when its leader, Subhas Chandra Bose,
was removed and the provincial Congress Committee was suspended.
Between 1939 and 1945, apart from the War crisis, intra-party rivalry
within the Congress plagued its activities. Only during the 1946 Calcutta
riots did the party temporarily rise above the factional feud to combat the
communal menace. Given the circumstances, the united Bengal formula
appeared effective in mobilising support irrespective of religion. With
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Suhrawardy’s favourable leaning towards a sovereign Bengal, the Sarat
Bose–K. S. Roy combination seemed encouraging. Notwithstanding divi-
sions within the BPCC, on 20 May 1947 a tentative agreement was
reached between Sarat Bose and K. S. Roy on the one hand and
Suhrawardy and a few other Muslim League members on the other.
However, the absence of four members61 of the six-member League sub-
committee set up to negotiate the terms of an agreement with the Bengali
Hindus is illustrative of the split within the BPMl. Thus, despite initial
euphoria, the formula appeared to have added another dimension to the
already well-entrenched internecine rivalry in both the BPCC and the
BPML.

On 24 May, just ten days before the announcement of the partition
plan, the agreement was released to the press.62 The terms of the agree-
ment63 were as follows:

1 Bengal will be a Free State. The Free State of Bengal will decide its
relations with the rest of India.

2 The constitution of the Free State of Bengal will provide for election
to the Bengal legislature on the basis of a joint electorate and adult
franchise, with reservation of seats proportionate to the population
amongst the Hindus and Muslims. The seats as between the Hindus
and the scheduled caste Hindus will be distributed amongst them in
proportion to their respective population, or in such manner as may
be agreed among them. The constituencies and the votes will be dis-
tributive and not cumulative. A candidate who gets the majority of
the votes of his own constituency cast during the elections and 25 per
cent of the votes of the other communities so cast will be declared
elected. If no candidate satisfies these conditions, that candidate
who gets the largest number of votes of his own community will be
elected.

3 On the announcement by His Majesty’s Government that the proposal
of the Free State of Bengal has been accepted and that Bengal will not
be partitioned, the present Bengal Ministry will be dissolved and a
new Interim Ministry brought into being, consisting of an equal
number of Muslims and Hindus (including Scheduled Caste Hindus)
but excluding the Chief Minister. In his Ministry, the Chief Minister
will be a Muslim and the Home Minister a Hindu.

4 Pending the final emergence of a Legislature and a Ministry under the
new constitution, the Hindus (including the Scheduled Caste Hindus)
and the Muslims will have an equal share in the services including mil-
itary and police. The services will be manned by Bengalis.

5. There will be Constituent Assembly composed of thirty persons,
fifteen Muslims and fifteen non-Muslim members of the Legislature
respectively, excluding the Europeans.
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While explaining the terms of agreement, Sarat Bose mentioned that:

the Free state of Bengal. . . will be republic and its nature and
character will be socialist. . . by the ‘free’ [i.e. freedom] not only
from political bondage but also freedom from social and economic
servitude . . . the basis for all legislation will be the economic,
social and cultural interests of the people as a whole, and not the
benefits of only a section.

He thus exhorted the Bengalis to ‘seize the opportunity and combine to
usher in a new era in the history of Bengal and eventually in the history of
India itself’.64

Sarat Bose was also aware that without the backing of the Congress High
Command, the movement was likely to be defeated. Bose’s insisted that if
the High Command accepted the plan, ‘it would be easier to persuade the
League High Command to agree to Suhrawardy’s scheme of united Bengal
which was virtually the same as his own plan’.65 Despite his persuasive argu-
ments, the Congress High Command never accepted the scheme because
‘the independence of Bengal really means in present circumstances the
dominance of Moslem League in Bengal. It means practically the whole of
Bengal going into Pakistan area, although those who are interested may not
say so’. Nehru, representing the High Command, further added that ‘we can
agree to Bengal remaining united only if it remains in the union’.66 Express-
ing his disapproval of the scheme, Patel was unhappy with Sarat Bose and
K. S. Roy, who had negotiated with Suhrawardy ‘without the official autho-
rization of the Bengal Congress’. He was disturbed when his attention was
drawn to a number of pamphlets, alleged to have been circulated by the
BPML, in which the united Bengal was identified as ‘Azad Pakistan’.67 Thus
Patel urged Bose ‘to take a united stand’ with the Congress High Command
on the issue of partition.68 Instead of conforming to the High Command,
Sarat Bose was equally emphatic in insisting on the united Bengal scheme
because, according to him (emphasis added):

It is not a fact that Bengali Hindus unanimously demand partition
. . . the demand for partition is more or less confined to the middle
classes. When the full implications of partition are realized and
when people here find that all they will get for western Bengal
province will be roughly one-third of the area of Bengal and only
about half of the total Hindu population in Bengal, the agitation
for partition will surely lose support. I entirely agree with you that
we should take a united stand; but I shall say at the same time that
the united stand should be for a united Bengal. Future generations
will, I am afraid, condemn us for conceding divisions of India and
partition of Bengal and the Punjab.69
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Reiterating that ‘individual expression of men’s views must fit into [the
official Congress policy] and there should not be any discordant note’,70

Patel asked the Bengal Congressmen to withdraw from the campaign,
because, according to him, ‘the cry [of Suhrawardy] of a sovereign
independent Bengal is a trap’ to incorporate the Hindu-preponderant west
Bengal into Pakistan. Hence he added, ‘the only way to save the Hindus of
Bengali is to insist on the partition of Bengal’.71

Notwithstanding the apparent unanimity over the terms of agreement
at the outset,72 dissension developed between Suhrawardy and Bose as the
former publicly expressed the misgivings that the term ‘socialist pattern of
society’ had aroused in him. ‘This demand’, he strongly argued, ‘cannot be
made if it is decided to keep Bengal as one and allow Bengal to frame its
constitution’.73 He was therefore unhappy with the revocation of separate
electorates. The argument he put forward in public to support his con-
tention was, however, strange. As a matter of principle, Suhrawardy was
not willing to concede a joint electorate, which meant repudiation of
Jinnah’s two-nation theory.74 The introduction of a joint electorate would,
he was reported to have expressed, eclipse the Muslim preponderance in
the legislature in the long run. Since the Muslims in general were not
enthusiastic about participating in elections, Hindus, by their zeal to cast
votes in favour of Hindu candidates, would gain remarkably by the joint
electorate system, Suhrawardy apprehended.75 His anxiety is probably not
unfounded in view of the lack of interest among the Muslims in elections.

The division between Bose and Suhrawardy over fundamental prin-
ciples led the former to dissociate completely from the united Bengal
movement. With Bose’s withdrawal, following Suhrawardy’s reluctance to
revoke separate electorates and adopt a socialist frame of government for
Bengal, the movement received perhaps its most severe jolt, which weak-
ened its claims considerably, because the other Congress leader K. S. Roy,
as Suhrawardy himself admitted,76 was too weak to counter the Hindu
Mahasabha, which by then had captured the imagination of the Hindus on
the issue of partition.77 Although Suhrawardy had considerable support
among his followers and he could bring his High Command to support his
move for a united and independent Bengal, K. S. Roy had neither the
capacity to persuade Nehru and Patel nor the political base to organise a
campaign for the demand. In fact, this became evident when the Congress
High Command ignored K. S. Roy’s threat to resign if the demand was not
conceded.

The Hindu Mahasabha and United Bengal

The success of the agitation for partition was attributed to a large extent to
the preponderant Mahasabha and its leader S. P. Mookherjee, who spear-
headed a fierce attack on the united Bengal scheme which was, he thought,
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a ploy to force the Hindus to live under Muslim domination. The situation
seemed congenial because (1) the Congress High Command came to the
aid of the Hindu Mahasabha, and (2) the disastrous consequences of the
Direct Action Day (which had resulted in the 1946 Great Calcutta
Killings) made the Hindus aware of a real threat under Muslim adminis-
tration. Although the united Bengal movement gained ground following
the agreement between Sarat Bose and Suhrawardy, it fizzled out gradu-
ally due to its internal weakness and Hindu mobilisation in favour of
partition.

Arguing strongly against the united Bengal scheme, because ‘Bengal
Hindus have suffered terribly during the last ten years on account of
communal misrule and maladministration’, S. P. Mookherjee, the main
Mahasabha supremo, argued that ‘if ever an impartial survey is made of
Bengal’s administration during the last ten years, it will appear that
Hindus have suffered not only on account of communal riots and distur-
bance, but in every sphere of national activities, educational, economic,
political and even religious’.78 Mookherjee also justified why the same
Bengalis who had opposed the 1905 partition were insistent on it, because
‘it is now realized that if communal-minded Moslem majority get the
authority of perpetually ruling over the non-Moslem community, then
their nationalism would be crushed.’ He also added that ‘the spirit under-
lying both the movements is the same namely, preservation of the national
spirit, just as the Moslem League supported partition then and are oppos-
ing it now on the ground of strengthening their communal spirit’.79

Apart from highlighting the adverse consequences of a communally
biased administration, S. P. Mookherjee in his letter to the Viceroy
defended the partition of Bengal for several reasons. First, drawing on the
‘two-nation theory’, the partition of Bengal appeared most logical
because, according to Jinnah, ‘Hindus and Muslims are two separate
nations and Muslims must have their homeland and their own state’.
Therefore, Hindus in Bengal, who constituted almost half of Bengal’s
population, ‘may well demand that they must not be compelled to live
within the Muslim state’. Thus, Mookherjee concluded, ‘the same logic
and arguments applicable to Pakistan apply also to the partition of
Bengal’.80 Second, if Muslims, being 20 per cent of India’s population, con-
stituted themselves into such a formidable minority that their ‘demand for
a separate homeland and state’ was irresistible, ‘surely forty-five percent
of Bengal’s Hindu population’, Mookherjee felt, ‘is a sufficiently large
minority which cannot be coerced into living within the [Pakistan] state
against the will of the people’.81 Finally, to the Mahasabha supremo, the
idea of a sovereign undivided Bengal was not appealing because ‘the sov-
ereign undivided Bengal will be a virtual Pakistan’.82 In an interview to the
press, Mookherjee accused the Bengal Congress of hatching a conspiracy
against Bengal because of ‘Suhrawardy’s undivided sovereign Bengal – a
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transparently political maneuvre designed to extend the frontiers of Pak-
istan’.83 Referring to the past record of the Muslim League administration,
Mookherjee was not willing to concede that Hindu interests would be
better served in the proposed independent dominion. What had happened
in the August killings (the 1946 Calcutta and Noakhali riots) was illustra-
tive of the extent to which the Suhrawardy-led government encouraged
organised violence, in Calcutta and elsewhere, against the minority
community. In every major instance, the Hindu Mahasabha believed, ‘the
aggressive majority community feels that it is advancing its political aims
by opposing the Hindus and depriving them of their due rights . . . [and
with] a government of their own in power which will not interfere with
their acts of lawlessness and oppression,’84 the task seemed easy. Thus,
apprehending Muslim atrocities against the Hindus in various forms in
united Bengal, in which the Muslims, (given their demographic strength),
were likely to capture state power, the Hindu Mahasabha, by mobilising
the Hindus at large, launched a fierce campaign for partition.

Whatever the authenticity of the facts and figures referred to by S. P.
Mookherjee in his letter and memorandum, the Hindu Mahasabha opposi-
tion contributed significantly to the consolidation of pro-partition senti-
ments in the form of a campaign for partition. Drawing on the communal
bias and the probable consequences of a perpetual Muslim League rule,
those85 supporting partition offered many arguments in justification of
their claim.

First, the demand for partition was justified on the grounds of the
evident communal bias of the League ministry. The Noakhali District
Congress Committee, in a resolution urged the Congress leaders to insist
upon a separate province for the Hindus in Bengal as the only alternative
in the context of ‘The Muslim League carrying out direct action and
thereby strengthening the fight of Pakistan at the cost of the lives and
properties of the minority community and the honour of the womenfolk’.86

Secondly, the participation was justified in view of the deliberate attempt
to champion the cause of the majority strength in the legislature. Hence
‘all attempts by Hindus for punishment of riot makers, to bring peace by
strict measures etc., are crushed by the League members by brutal major-
ity of votes’ (emphasis added). Therefore, in view of the general trend of
the legislative and administrative policies of the government, ‘there can be
no doubt’, as a resolution adopted in the North Calcutta DCC runs, ‘that
the Moslem Leaguers, by their anti-national and communal activities are
determined to ruin the Hindu community socially, economically and cul-
turally’.87 Thirdly, referring to the 1946 Muslim League budget, which ear-
marked funds for the majority community, a memorandum signed by the
students of Calcutta University highlighted several features justifying the
contention that the Hindus had lost faith in the regime due to its discrimi-
nation against the minority community. The decision to sanction money
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for the Muslim refugees from Bihar, now settled in Calcutta and its vicin-
ity, was identified as a deliberate policy to ‘Islamise western Bengal’. The
idea gained ground probably because of Suhrawardy’s statement asking
them to stay back despite ‘Bihar government and Gandhi’s repeated
requests to the refugees to settle back in their villages’. Moreover, the
government’s decision to abandon the scheme for research facilities in the
University College of Science, Calcutta University (for which originally
Rs. 1 million had actually been sanctioned), in the context of the inaugura-
tion of the government-sponsored Muslim Educational Fund, gave cre-
dence to the charge of the League’s communal bias. Thus, in the opinion
of the signatories to the memorandum, ‘the partition is the only answer to
the oppression of the minority by the majority’.88 Finally, condemning the
move for an independent and sovereign Bengal as ‘mischievous’ because it
‘is calculated to sabotage the movement of partition and which will lead to
the establishment of Pakistan over the whole of Bengal’,89 a resolution
adopted in a meeting in Jessore, an eastern Bengal district, exhorted the
national and provincial Congress leadership to mobilise strength against
‘the unholy alliance between Suhrawardy and Sarat Bose’.90 To those sup-
porting the resolution, ‘no pact or alliance should be concluded with the
League. . . so long as it will adhere to the policy of Pakistan and the two-
nation theory and pursue the present anti-national and reactionary
policies’.91

On the basis of an opinion poll conducted among literate Hindus and
Muslims in Calcutta and other district towns by the Amrita Bazar Patrika,
it is evident that despite Sarat Bose and Suhrawardy’s sincerity regarding
the goal of a united Bengal, the movement was an abortive one because
more than 98 per cent favoured partition while a bare 0.6 per cent sup-
ported the scheme for an independent Bengal.92 In the light of the mass
agitation for partition and, later, Sarat Bose’s withdrawal from the united
Bengal campaign, the third-dominion movement which began in April
1947 soon lost its momentum. Suhrawardy too foresaw the collapse of the
movement, and hence he was insistent merely on the inclusion of Calcutta
in the Muslim zone.93 Unlike Jinnah, who wanted to keep Calcutta in Pak-
istan owing to its economic importance, Suhrawardy defended his case by
saying that ‘Calcutta naturally belongs to the Muslim zone’. In his view,
‘On the one side [Calcutta] touches the subdivision of Barasat where the
Muslims are in a majority. There is no natural dividing line either other
than the River Hooghly between the Hindu zone and the Muslim zone and
this leaves Calcutta in the Muslim zone’. He further added, ‘in Calcutta
and the industrial areas, the Hindu majority is largely due to influx of
foreign Hindu labour which it would not be fair to count’.94 The Bengal
Governor, Burrows, seemed willing to support Suhrawardy, because he
felt that it would be unfair ‘if all revenues went to one half of the province
as the other half too had contributed to the prosperity of the city’.95
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Nothing, however, changed the complexion of the transfer of power,
because neither the Congress High Command nor the British government
accepted the proposal.

Concluding observations

With the announcement of the partition plan on 3 June 1947, the saga of a
united Bengal drew to a close. The statement provided the details relating
to the partition of India as well as of the provinces of Bengal and the
Punjab and the establishment of two dominions – India and Pakistan. The
Bengal Legislative Assembly discussed the 3 June plan in its session on 20
June 1947. Members representing the Hindu majority districts (see Table
4.1) decided by 58 votes to 21 that Bengal should be partitioned, and
the constitution of the state comprising these areas should be framed by
the existing Constituent Assembly. In a separate meeting those from the
Muslim majority districts (see Table 4.1) supported the sovereign Bengal
proposal, by 106 votes to 34, that the districts in which the Muslims were
demographically preponderant should join the proposed Pakistan Con-
stituent Assembly.96 Thus, eventually, a majority on both sides accepted
the 1947 partition. Following the Congress acceptance of the 3 June decla-
ration, prominent Muslim leaders of the Bengal Congress, including
Ashrafuddin Ahmad Chowdhury, tendered their resignations from both
the AICC and BPCC. Disillusioned by the Congress’ decision to accept
the Great Divide on a religious basis, they blamed the National Congress
for having conceded Jinnah’s two-nation theory, which considered the
Muslims to be a separate nation. The Congress High Command, as Ashra-
fuddin Ahmad Chowdhury lamented:

has thus cut at the very root of the national character of the
Indian National Congress. Its leadership has shamelessly aban-
doned the long cherished ideal of the Congress and its tradition;
. . . they have badly let down their Muslim Congress comrades of
long standing and stabbed them in the back unawares. Bengal and
Punjab . . . has [sic] been made a pawn in the power politics of
these Congress leaders.97

Nonetheless, partition, though at ‘a high cost’,98 was preferred by Congress
leaders to a united Bengal which was simply ‘a device of incorporating the
Hindu majority west Bengal into Pakistan’.99

Notwithstanding the ultimate failure of the united Bengal movement,
the three-month episode between April and June 1947 added an interesting
chapter, relatively unknown, to Indian nationalism. Not only did it reveal a
schism between the Congress leadership and an important section within
the BPCC; it also illustrated the extent to which the imperial authority
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gradually became vulnerable in the face of the Congress High Command’s
defiance. Hence Mountbatten, who persuaded the India Office to make an
exception for Bengal and allow it to become an independent dominion,100

staged a volte face once Nehru had rejected the scheme altogether. Despite
being instrumental in raising the call for a third separate state, the British
administration’s intervention appeared insignificant in this regard, as it was
certain that ‘Bengal will be sacrificed at the altar of Nehru’s all-India
outlook’.101 The Congress High Command’s resistance gained remarkably
because of the Hindu Mahasabha’s involvement in the movement opposing

T H E  U N I T E D  B E N G A L  S C H E M E

148

Table 4.1 Percentage of Muslims and non-Muslims by district according to the
Census of India 1941

Serial no. District Percentage of Percentage of
Muslims non-Muslims

1 Burdwan (1890732) 17.8 81.6
2 Birbhum (1048317) 27.4 72.8
3 Bankura (1289640) 2.3 95.5
4 Midnapur (3190647) 7.7 92.2
5 Hooghly (1377729) 15.1 84.9
6 Howrah (1490304) 19.9 79.9
7 24 Parganas (3536386) 32.4 66.4
8 Calcutta (2108891) 23.5 73.6
9 Khulna (1943218) 49.3 50.4

10 Jalpaiguri (1089513) 23.0 76.2
11 Darjeeling (376369) 2.4 97.5
12 Rangpur (2877847) 71.4 28.5
13 Bogra (1260463) 83.9 16.0
14 Pabna (1705072) 77.1 22.9
15 Malda (1232618) 56.7 43.1
16 Dhaka (4222143) 63.3 32.4
17 Mymensingh (6023758) 77.4 22.5
18 Faridpur (2888803) 64.8 34.8
19 Bakargunj (3549010) 72.3 27.0
20 Tippera (3860139) 77.1 22.8
21 Noakhali (2217402) 81.4 18.6
22 Chittagong (2153299) 74.6 21.6
23 Chittagong Hill Tracts (247053) 2.9 97.0
24 Nadia (1759846) 61.2 38.1
25 Murshidabad (1640530) 56.5 43.3
26 Jessore (1828216) 60.3 37.8
27 Rajshahi (1571750) 74.6 25.2
28 Dinajpur (1926833) 50.2 49.7

Bengal (total) (60306525) 54.7 45.2

Source: Adapted from the figures given in the Constitutional proposals of the Sapru Commit-
tee, Bombay, 1945, p. 162A.

Note
Figures in parentheses show the total population in the district.



the Bose–Suhrawardy scheme. In fact, the pro-partition campaign, spear-
headed by S. P. Mookherjee, swayed the Hindus elsewhere to the extent of
expressing sympathy with the Mahasabha cause. In Maharashtra in particu-
lar, Savarkar launched a fierce campaign to support ‘the demand for
forming a Hindu majority province in Bengal’ as the only means of ‘check-
mating any further treacherous attempt on the part of the Moslem
majority’.102

Moreover, the united Bengal movement had an inherent weakness
because it was confined exclusively to the organised world of politics.
Suhrawardy’s efforts to woo the BPCC reflected the age-old practice of
sorting out issues at the elite level; in the context of mass politics the elite-
level machinations appeared outdated, with dangerous consequences. By
ignoring the unorganised world of politics in a changed scenario, the Bengali
leadership, both in the BPML and BPCC, failed to rise above the limita-
tions of bhadralok politics. Hence, despite its apparent viability, the idea
of an independent sovereign Bengal had no mass appeal among either the
Bengali Muslims or the Hindus. As a matter of fact, the Muslim League
demand for the partition of India on the basis of Jinnah’s two nation
theory left little room for a non-communal independent Bengal. In other
words, in the context of the two-nation theory, the basis for a greater
Bengal appeared fragile. S. P. Mookherjee was thus perhaps right that
there was no logic in the move for a united Bengal, especially when the
two-nation theory was referred to constantly to justify the proposed Pak-
istan. Thus, despite the initial euphoria generated among the elites, the
scheme had little to do with the aspirations of the Bengalis as such. In
the organised world of politics, however, the BPML-sponsored scheme
lost momentum considerably with Sarat Bose’s withdrawal following
Suhrawardy’s refusal to adopt the socialist pattern of society and revoke
separate electorates. Herein probably lies the justification of the con-
tention that the united Bengal scheme was a well-calculated measure to
carve out a greater Pakistan, incorporating economically advanced West
Bengal.

Finally, the three-month campaign championing a united Bengal is
significant because it reflected the in-built tension within the BPML
between the Bengali and non-Bengali leadership. To be precise, the con-
flict between the so-called Khwaja group, led by Nazimuddin (the Dhaka
Nawab), and the Suhrawady–Hashim combination surfaced over the cam-
paign for a greater Bengal. Espousing the cause of the Urdu-speaking
political and business interests, the Nazimuddin faction had always tried to
curry favour with the Muslim League High Command, particularly Jinnah.
The support the Khwaja group extended to the united Bengal movement
was largely attributed to the possibility of a greater Pakistan, which was
likely, given the demographic preponderance of the Muslims in Bengal.
The roots of sub-nationalism can also be traced in this fight between the
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Bengali and non-Bengali leadership in the BPML. The idea of an
independent greater Bengal, floated by Suhrawardy, can be said to have
projected the Bengali Muslims’ desire to assert their regional identity,
which manifested itself in the 1951 Language Movement in East Pakistan
and finally in the creation of Bangladesh in 1971.103
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5

REDEFINING BORDERS

The Boundary Commission and the partition
of Bengal

At the end of the Second World War (1939–45), the British politicians
realised that the colonial rule in India could no longer be sustained. The
Indian nationalists were dead against its continuation, and international
opinion was also in favour of decolonisation. The perspective in which the
Indian question had so far been articulated had thus radically changed.
True to its pledge, the newly elected Labour Government also responded
to the situation in a very different way. Illustrative of their commitment is
the announcement on 20 February 1947, where Attlee, the British
Premier, declared that ‘His Majesty’s Government wish to make it clear
that it is their definite intention to take necessary steps to effect the trans-
ference of power to responsible Indian hands by a date not later than
June, 1948’.1 Accordingly, Mountabatten, the last Viceroy, was vested with
all powers to devise an appropriate scheme to settle the Indian question. It
was a difficult task. Nonetheless, the Viceroy convinced both the Muslim
League and the Congress leadership to agree to the partition of Bengal
and Punjab, and also assured completion of the process by August 1947
instead of June 1948, as decided earlier.2 It was against this background
that Mountbatten prepared a plan which ‘was evolved at every stage by a
process of open diplomacy with leaders’.3 Harping on the commitment of
the Attlee Government to withdraw from the subcontinent, the June plan,
as it came to be known, elaborated the process as follows:

[F]or the immediate purpose of deciding on the issue of Partition,
the members of the Legislative Assemblies of Bengal and Punjab
will sit in two parts according to Muslim majority districts and
non-Muslim majority districts. This is the only preliminary step
of a purely temporary nature as it is evident that for the purposes
of or final partition of these provinces a detailed investigation of
boundary questions will be needed; and as soon as a decision
involving partition has been taken for either province, a boundary
commission will be set up by the Governor-General. The members
and terms of reference of which will be settled in consultation
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with those concerned. It will be instructed to demarcate the
boundaries of the two parts of the Punjab on the basis of ascer-
taining the contiguous majority areas of Muslims and non-
Muslims. It will also be instructed to take into account other
factors. Similar instructions will be given to the Bengal Boundary
Commission. Until the report of the Boundary Commission has
been put into effect, the provisional boundaries indicated in the
Appendix will be used.4

Thus the plan made provision for the constitution of two Boundary Com-
missions – one for the Punjab and the other for Bengal and if necessary for
Assam. In case of the award not being implemented before the transfer of
power to the government of Pakistan in August 1947, the plan provided for
‘the notional partition’ of the provinces of Bengal and the Punjab purely on
the basis of demographic composition of the provinces. It further stressed
that the Commissions ‘shall under no circumstances be conditioned by the
provisional boundaries and instead look into the matter afresh’.5

The 3 June plan appeared to have guided the entire process of what
finally culminated in the division of Bengal and Punjab. According to
Mountbatten’s statement, the provincial Legislative Assemblies of Bengal
and Punjab would ‘meet in two parts, one representing the Muslim-major-
ity districts and the other the rest of the Province’ to decide ‘whether or not
the Province should be partitioned’.6 Unlike Punjab, where the Legislative
Assembly met amidst demonstrations and communal disorders,7 the voting
in Bengal passed off in a comparatively peaceful atmosphere. First there
was a joint meeting of the members from both the Muslim and Hindu
majority districts, presided over by the Speaker of the House, Nurul Amin,
in which a majority of 126 members endorsed the demand for a new and
separate Pakistan constituent assembly while 90 members voted for partici-
pating in the existing constituent assembly that was elected in 1946. At the
second stage, members representing Hindu and Muslim majority districts
met separately. In a meeting chaired by the Maharaja of Burdwan,
members from the Hindu-majority districts decided in favour of partition
by 58 to 21 votes, while Members from the Muslim-majority districts, sitting
separately, opposed partition by 106 to 35 votes.8 However, when the
results of the members from the Hindu-majority districts were made known
to them, they decided by 107 to 34 votes that ‘district with a clear Muslim-
majority should join the proposed Pakistan constituent assembly’.9

The composition of the Boundary Commissions

The task before the Commissions was probably most arduous since both
the Congress and the League demanded that the demarcation of bound-
aries should be performed following the well-defined formula. In order to
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make the Commissions truly representative of both the major players, the
terms of reference clearly stated that ‘each Boundary Commission shall
consist of an equal number of representatives of the Congress and the
Muslim League and one or more outsiders as impartial members’.10 Given
the obvious conflict between the claims of the League and the Congress,
the role of the outside members was crucial. Under the changed circum-
stances, it was not possible for the Viceroy to impose a member of his
choice unless he or she was acceptable to those involved in the process.
Mountabatten therefore decided to consult both the Congress and the
League to ‘try to marry their ideas’.11

As regards the composition of the Commissions, M. A. Jinnah was con-
sulted first and he was in favour of having three members of the Judicial
Committee of the Privy Council to be appointed to each Commission as
impartial members. He was, however, persuaded by the Viceroy to drop
the idea, since such elderly persons would suffer miserably in the scorching
Indian summer.12 Later, the League insisted on having three non-Indian
impartial members with experience of this work – perhaps from America,
a France and a Britain to form each Commission at the behest of the
United Nations – and also argued for the appointment of the assessors
who would most effectively represent the case of the parties involved in
this process.13 While appreciating the suggestion as ‘ideally the best’,
Mountbatten declined to accept as it was not feasible given the agreed
date of the transfer of power, which was just ‘a little more than two
months’ away. It was extremely important that the Commissions should
submit their reports for implementation ‘well before 15 August, 1947’.14

The formation of the Bengal Boundary Commission

In an official announcement on 30 June 1947 the Governor-General
declared the composition of the two Boundary Commissions, one for
Bengal and the other for the Punjab. The Bengal Boundary Commission
was also entrusted with the task of drawing a boundary between east
Bengal and Assam.15 Cyril Radcliffe16 was appointed Chairman of both the
Boundary Commissions, to decide the frontiers in just seven weeks.
Neither an officer of the Indian administration nor a person with prior
experience in adjudicating disputes of this type, Radcliffe was an unknown
entity, whose credentials as an eminent British jurist were ‘invoked to
compensate for his lack of knowledge and experience of the sub-
continent’.17 On his arrival in Delhi on 8 July 1947, he finalised the terms
of reference for the task in consultation with Mountabatten and Claude
Auchinleck (the Commander-in-Chief), the Congress and the Muslim
League leaders. In a meeting held on 10 July, it was agreed that the final
report was to be submitted at the latest by 15 August – less than a month
after Radcliffe assumed responsibility. In response to a discussion con-
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cerning the importance of ‘natural features’ in the demarcation of bound-
aries, Radcliffe pointed out that it would be wrong to ‘draw the bound-
aries on the basis of natural features [since] rivers which may appear to
form suitable natural boundaries, frequently change their courses and so
will not provide fixed boundaries’.18 It was thus decided that no directive
in addition to the terms of reference should be given to the Commission
that would be supreme in interpreting the terms of reference.19 Although
the Commission had members to help the Chairman, it was virtually Rad-
cliffe who dictated the terms of reference and decisions were taken
accordingly. In fact Radcliffe, in his discussion with those involved in the
Punjab Boundary Commission described ‘the awards as the recommenda-
tions of the Chairman of the Commission, which would finally be sent to
the Viceroy’.20 This may have alienated Din Mohammad and M. Munir,
members of the Commission who resigned because they felt ‘humiliated’
by being marginalised in the preparation of the final report that was to
‘shape the future of two sovereign nations’.21

Proceedings of the Bengal Boundary Commission

The task before the Commission was ‘to demarcate the boundaries of the
two parts [of the province] on the basis of ascertaining contiguous majority
areas of Muslims and non-Muslims’ while taking into account ‘other
factors’.22 As Table 5.1 shows, it was not difficult for the Commission to
identify districts with a clear majority of either Hindus or Muslims.

In Bengal, as the 1941 census demonstrates, there were only two groups
of districts which were not a cause of anxiety to the Commission. These
were the indisputably non-Muslim-majority areas of Midnapur, Bankura,
Hooghly, Howrah and Burdwan, and the Muslim-majority areas of Chit-
tagong, Noakhali, Tippera, Dhaka, Mymensingh, Pabna and Bogra.
Except for these, all the other areas, including Calcutta, were subject to
contention and rival claims.23

Both the Hindu and Muslim representatives, while presenting their
cases before the Commission, defended their claims for territories that
could not be justified on the ground of ‘contiguous majority areas’ by ref-
erence to ambiguously worded ‘other factors’.24 Arguments were articu-
lated in a highly legalistic and technical way, presumably because the
counsels were all trained lawyers. Furthermore, the fact that all the com-
missioners were judges and the Chairman was a lawyer led to the wide-
spread impression that the Award and the cases on which it was based
were ‘the product of legal expertise, resting on judicial (rather than polit-
ical) rationality’.25

The Bengal Boundary Commission held its first meeting on 16 July
1947, at the Belvedere Palace, Calcutta. In order to complete the task
within the stipulated dateline, the first step the Commission undertook
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was to invite memorandum and representations from the leading parties
stating their views on the demarcation of boundaries by 15 July. The Com-
mission also held public sittings for a week between 16 and 24 July in
which arguments were made to defend the claims of the key players, the
Congress and the League. With regards to the district of Sylhet, where the
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Table 5.1 Breakdown of population according to the Census of India, 1941

Division/district (total population) Muslims (%) Non-Muslims (%)

Burdwan division (10287369) 13.8 86.2
Burdwan (1890732) 18.4 81.6
Birbhum (1048317) 27.4 72.6
Bankura (1289640) 3.3 96.7
Midnapore (3190647) 7.8 92.2
Hooghly (1377729) 15.1 84.9
Howrah (1490304) 19.1 79.9

Presidency division (12817087) 44.5 55.5
24 Parganas (3536386) 32.4 67.6
Calcutta (2108891) 26.5 73.6
Nadia (1759.846) 61.2 38.8
Murshidabad (1640530) 56.5 43.5
Jessore (1828216) 62.3 37.7
Khulna (1943218) 49.3 50.7

Rajshahi division (12040465) 62.5 37.5
Rajshahi (1571750) 74.6 25.4
Dinajpur (1926833) 50.2 49.8
Jalpaiguri (1089513) 23.8 76.2
Darjeeling (376369) 2.5 97.5
Rangpur (2877847) 73.4 26.6
Bogra (1260563) 83.9 16.1
Pabna (1705072) 77.1 22.9
Malda (1232618) 56.7 43.3

Dacca division (16683714) 71.5 28.5
Dacca (4222143) 65.3 34.7
Mymensingh (6023758) 77.4 22.6
Faridpur (2888803) 64.8 35.2
Bakarganj (3549010) 72.3 27.0

Chittagong division (8477890) 75.3 24.7
Tippera (3860139) 77.1 22.9
Noakhali (2217402) 81.4 18.6
Chittagong (2153299) 76.6 23.4
Chittagong Hill Tracts (247053) 2.9 97.1

Total: 60306525 54.7 45.3

Source: Census of India, Vol. IV, Bengal (Tables), pp. 2–3, 37–40.

Note
Figures in parenthesis show the total population in the division and the districts.



referendum was scheduled to be held on 6–7 July 1947,26 and adjoining dis-
tricts in Assam, the Commission had open deliberations in Calcutta on 4–6
August in which the representatives of the major political parties defended
the respective claims on Sylhet despite a clear verdict for joining east
Bengal (see Table 5.2). Although the result of the referendum was unam-
biguous, the Commission was, at the outset, reluctant to recognise the
outcome, presumably because of a large number of representations from
various local Congress Committees alleging that ‘the referendum was
manipulated by the League activists’.27

Arguments of the Congress

As a constituent of the Coordination Committee that was formed to argue
on behalf of the non-Muslims, the Congress played a crucial role. In addi-
tion to the Congress, the Hindu Mahasabha, the Indian Association and
the New Bengal Association constituted the Coordination Committee. Ini-
tially an attempt was made to prepare a common memorandum for the
Commission, which received a severe jolt because groups other than Con-
gress insisted on demanding roughly 57 per cent of the total area of Bengal
for only 46 per cent of the population.28 Despite dissent, the Congress
failed to change the formula since it was, with only two members, in a
minority in the twelve-member Coordination Committee. Hence, the Con-
gress decided to represent its viewpoints separately. Its representative,
Atul Gupta, was convinced that to argue for the maximum area for less
than half of Bengal’s population would be suicidal since ‘no one seriously
thinks that it will be accepted by the Commission and it is, therefore, a bad
legal strategy to argue a case that can so easily be shot down’.29 Thus he
was in favour of presenting ‘a reasonable case’ to gain as much as possible
for west Bengal. None of the constituents agreed with Gupta’s argument.
As a compromise formula, Gupta put forward two different schemes. First,
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Table 5.2 Voting pattern in referendum held on 6–7 July 1947

Name of Total Muslim Total general Votes cast for Votes cast for 
subdivision electorate electorate east Bengal Assam

Sadar 92268 48863 68381 38871
Karimganj 54022 46221 41262 40536
Habiganj 75274 60252 54543 36952
South Sylhet 38297 41427 31718 33471
Sunamganj 51846 39045 43715 34211

Total 311709 235808 239619 184041

Source: IOR, R/3/1/158, File No 1446/20/GG/143 – Referendum in Sylhet, Telegram from the
Governor of Assam to the Viceroy, 12 July 1947.



the Congress Scheme – demanding a good number of Muslim-majority
thanas on the basis of ‘the other factors’ – was not accepted as it fell consid-
erably short of the claim already made. The other scheme, known as the
Congress Plan, was drawn on the basis of ‘contiguous majorities’. Neither
of the schemes was satisfactory to the members who agreed to sever links
with the Congress, which was not strong enough to press for maximum
benefits due ‘to internecine feud’.30 Gupta also resigned from the Commit-
tee but agreed to act on behalf of only the Congress when requested by the
J. B. Kripalani, the Congress President.31 Thus the Commission finally
received two memoranda – one from the Congress, which was prepared by
Gupta, and another to which the Hindu Mahasabha, Indian Association
and New Bengal Association had contributed.

Although the Bengal Congress was a divided house given the articula-
tion of the united Bengal scheme, Atul Chandra Gupta sought to present
the arguments on behalf of the Congress before the Commission as firmly
as possible. Apart from the Burdwan division, the Congress insisted on
including the whole of Presidency division (except small areas of Nadia,
Jessore and Khulna districts), six districts32 in the Rajshahi division and
two districts (Mymensingh and Faridpur33) in the Dacca division. It also
insisted on the inclusion of areas like Gournadi, Najipur, Sarupkati and
Jhalakati – police stations in the district of Bakerganj – since they were
contiguous to Hindu majority areas. Following the same logic, Gupta also
put his claim for the subdivision of Gopalganj and the police station of
Rajair (of the Madaripur subdivision). Since these areas were largely
Hindu-dominated, the Congress defence appears to be consistent except in
regard to Najipur, where the non-Muslims constituted a minority. What is
striking, however, is that the Congress seems to have been swayed by the
so-called ‘natural factors’ in excluding areas from west Bengal. For
instance, Nadia lost five police stations of the Kusthia subdivision, presum-
ably because the river Gorai set a natural boundary between east and west
Bengal. Following the same criterion, the Congress agreed to part with
four police stations of Jessore and Khulna.34 As regards Jalpaiguri and
Darjeeling, the Congress drew upon the demographic composition to
defend their inclusion in West Bengal. The Congress also laid claim on
two police stations of the Rangpur district, namely. Dimla and
Hathibandha, because of their close proximity to Hindu-majority areas. In
view of Muslim preponderance, eight police stations in the Malda and
Dinajpur districts were identified as ‘naturally belonging to east Bengal’.35

Justifying the inclusion of Calcutta in west Bengal in view of its Hindu
majority, the Congress memorandum challenged the authenticity of the
1941 Census figures for Calcutta and its vicinity. Furthermore, a move-
ment was organised at the behest of the New Bengal Association to
demand that property consideration should also be taken into account
while drawing the boundary. The movement never gained momentum in
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the province, presumably because the arguments endorsing the demand
were vehemently opposed even by some of the Association members, who
considered the entire exercise undertaken by the Boundary Commission
to be ‘a sinister design of destroying the Bengalees as a race’.36 Since non-
Muslims were preponderant in Howrah and 24 Parganas they should,
argued Gupta, ‘automatically come to West Bengal’.37 though the Muslim
leadership attributed this to ‘the Congress design of control over heavy-
waters, safety and security [and also to] ensure “a green belt” for the
supply of food and other requirements of Calcutta’.38 The Congress mem-
orandum demanded for the inclusion in west Bengal of an area of 40137
square miles with a total population of 28032000 – which constituted 45
per cent of the total population of Bengal in 1947.39

Arguments of the League

Unlike the Congress, which presented three separate memoranda to the
Commission, the Muslim League, though divided between two factions led
by Shaheed Suhrawardy and Khwaja Nazimuddin, presented only one
memorandum since the former, because of his involvement in the United
Bengal Movement, did not take interest in the activities of the Commis-
sion. Corroborating the difficulty, the League counsel, Hamidul Haq
Chowdhury, thus recalls, ‘I did not receive any assistance from
Suhrawardy. . . . [A]s a result, during the Boundary Commission, I was left
entirely to my own resource[s] without any assistance or help from the
Suhrawardy group’.40 Supporting the creation of a single Pakistan, Naz-
imuddin, at the outset, had also not shown any interest in the division of
Bengal.41 As soon as Nazimuddin realised that partition was inevitable he,
as the leader of the faction with close ties with Jinnah and the All India
Muslim League, organised several meetings in Calcutta in which the
demand for the inclusion of Calcutta in the proposed Pakistan was
strongly made.42 However, the movement for ‘keeping Calcutta in Pak-
istan’ never gained momentum, probably because the League leadership
was divided on this issue. One of the factors that weakened the campaign
even before it took off was the declaration of Dhaka as the capital of east
Pakistan on 10 June 1947 by the Bengal Premier, H. S. Suhrawardy. What
probably decided the fate of Calcutta was the assurance of Rs. 330 million
as compensation to east Pakistan if the League withdrew its claim over
Calcutta.43 The Nazimuddin-led Muslim League ministry that assumed
power on 5 August 1947 expressed willingness to accept the amount to
transform Dhaka into ‘one of the best capitals in the world’. Thus the
claim for Calcutta was immediately withdrawn by underlining that ‘what-
ever is said, Calcutta is essentially a Hindu-majority area and Muslims are
undoubtedly a minority. An area where Hindus constituted a majority
cannot be forced to remain in a state where Muslims are demographically
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preponderant. This is against democracy’.44 The assurance of Rs. 330
million turned out to be a hoax, argued Abul Mansur Ahmad, because in
the final settlement recommended by the Partition Council – chaired by
Mountbatten, where Vallavbhai Patel and H. M. Patel represented the
Congress and Liaquat Ali Khan and Chaudhuri Mohmmad Ali represen-
ted the League – Calcutta was exchanged for Lahore and compensation
was thus ruled out.45

Like the Congress, the Muslim League drew upon three criteria – conti-
guity of areas, demographic composition and unity of economic life – to
make a case for a separate Muslim state. The proposed province was to
include the whole of the Chittagong, Dhaka and Rajshahi divisions, and
almost the entire Presidency division. The League counsel, Hamidul Haq
Choudhury, did not stake a claim even for single police station in the
Burdwan division, probably because of its demographic profile which, as is
evident in Table 5.1, was heavily tilted in favour of the non-Muslims.
Moreover, the task of the Commission was made easier by the presence of
the River Hooghly (that later became the Bhagirathi and Brahmani)
drawing a natural boundary between non-Muslim and Muslim majority
areas. Choudhury also emphatically argued for the inclusion of Calcutta in
east Bengal since it flourished as an economic centre largely due to jute,
which was grown in east Bengal. Without jute, argued Choudhury, ‘Cal-
cutta will invariably decline in importance’.46 Furthermore, he attributed
the Hindu majority of the city to migrant labourers from the neighboring
provinces, and it would therefore be wrong, Choudhury suggested, to
characterise Calcutta on the basis of its existing population.47 The League
insisted that east Bengal must be given a share of provincial revenue pro-
portionate to its share of Bengal’s population, and this could only be
achieved if Calcutta went to the east. While elaborating his argument, the
League counsel thus underlined, ‘[t]he total revenue of Bengal is about
forty crores [of rupees] of which thirteen crores are . . . contributed by Cal-
cutta alone. If Calcutta goes to West Bengal, the result will be that West
Bengal with about one-third of the total population of the Province will
appropriate 66.9% of the revenue, while East Bengal with two-thirds of
the population will have at its disposal only 33% of the revenue’.48 The
claim for Calcutta was also justified by reference to the support of the
Scheduled Caste population of the city. As Jogen Mondal, the Scheduled
Caste leader, was the League’s nominee to the Viceroy’s Executive
Council and was also a member of the League bloc in the Interim Cabinet,
the League was certain to get Scheduled Caste support in defence of its
demand.

The League also emphasised that the Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling and Chit-
tagong Hill Tracts, identified as non-Muslim majority areas, were actually
mere pockets in the Muslim contiguous majority areas ‘having no contigu-
ity to non-Muslim areas’.49 Choudhury also put forward economic reasons
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for the inclusion of these three districts in Pakistan. For instance, as Teesta
and Karnaphuli (two major rivers) were flowing through these districts,
east Pakistan needed them to develop hydroelectricity for her industries;
the hills of Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling were the only source of ballast supply
for the maintenance of railroads in east Pakistan; and Jalpaiguri’s forest
was the only source of timber for this new state, which was likely to suffer
if these districts were ‘snatched away’.

The other powerful group was the Hindu Mahasabha, which also pre-
sented a memorandum to the Commission defending the inclusion of Cal-
cutta in west Bengal. Their arguments were of two kinds: first, since Calcutta
was ‘a predominantly Hindu city’,50 the Mahasabha counsel argued, its inclu-
sion in west Bengal was most logical; secondly, for the growth of the city, the
role of the non-Muslims was formidable. For instance, while the Muslim
share was merely 6.2 per cent non-Muslims contributed about 93.8 per cent
of the total tax collected from the city. The majority of the industries in and
around the city were also owned by the non-Muslim population. As regards
the growth and development of Calcutta university, the contribution of the
non-Muslim population was immense since almost 99 per cent of the endow-
ments were made by them. The Mahasabha counsel also urged the Commis-
sion to take into account the property consideration, since the majority of
property owners in Bengal were Hindus.51

The Radcliffe Award

Drawing a satisfactory boundary was simply impossible in view of the con-
flicting demands, well-defended by the representatives of the Muslims and
Hindus. The task was further complicated since there was hardly a natural
boundary between what later came to be known as east Pakistan and west
Bengal. According to the terms of reference, the primary task before the
Commission was the development of a balanced economic unit based on
easy rail and road communications across the length and breadth of the
new province. This, however, did not correspond with the demographic
criterion, namely division of the province in terms of the demographic
strength of Hindus and Muslims. In other words, areas in which Hindus
were a majority naturally belonged to India, while Muslim-preponderant
areas would automatically come to east Pakistan. The task before Cyril
Radcliffe was not an easy one. Furthermore, he was never actually present
when arguments were presented by the counsels, but made his recommen-
dation on the basis of his ‘careful study’ of the memorandum and other
relevant documents submitted to the Commission. After long discussions
with the members of the Commission, who were also divided among them-
selves, Radcliffe was convinced that it would be difficult, if not impossible,
to draw a satisfactory boundary between these two provinces. Hence, ‘in
the absence of reconciliation on all main questions affecting the drawing
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of the boundary itself’, wrote the Chairman, he had no alternative but ‘to
proceed to give [his] own decision’52 on the basis of what he deciphered
from the claims and counterclaims of those who participated in the
proceedings. Thus what came to be known as the Radcliffe Award was
essentially the recommendation of the Chairman of the Boundary Com-
missions, Cyril Radcliffe, who drew up the boundary, single handed,
against the background of claims and counterclaims.53 In drawing the
boundary, the primary consideration that ran through the exercise was ‘to
eliminate any avoidable cutting of railway communications and of river
systems, which are of importance to the life of the province [though the
Chairman was aware that] it is quite impossible to draw a boundary line
under [the] terms of reference without causing some interruption of this
sort’. Radcliffe, however, expressed hope that ‘arrangement can be made
and maintained between the two States that will minimize the con-
sequences of this interruption as far as possible’.54

The Awards of the Commissions were due to be published well before
15 August so as to allow time for administrative and security arrangements
to be made on both sides of the newly created provinces. The announce-
ment was delayed because both Patel and Nehru expressed dissatisfaction
over the inclusion of the Khulna and Chittagong Hill Tracts in east Pak-
istan, and also deplored the absence of any link between Darjeeling and
the rest of west Bengal.55 Neither Mountbatten nor the Chairman of the
Commissions was in favour of reopening the issue, and the Award, which
was ready by 13 August, was finally published on 17 August 1947. One of
the reasons for the delay, as V. P. Menon (the constitutional advisor to the
Governor General of India) suggested, was ‘if the details of the Bengal
Award were known to Nehru and Patel before 15 August, they might
refuse to attend the meeting of the Constituent Assembly [which the
Viceroy was to address on that day] or the state banquet and the evening
party’. Mountbatten was reported to have instructed Menon to take all
possible steps ‘to deny access to the Radcliffe Report’.56 Despite the great
disadvantages of not knowing, at the creation of two sovereign states, what
their precise areas would be, the publication of the Award was postponed
‘to avoid turning a day of rejoicing over Indian and Pakistani freedom into
one of mourning over disappointed territorial hopes’.57

As anticipated, the Radcliffe scheme satisfied neither the Hindus nor
the Muslims. Characterising the Award as ‘the latest blow’ to the Muslims,
Jinnah came out sharply by saying that:

[n]o doubt we feel that the carving out of this great independent
Muslim State has suffered injustice. We have been squeezed in as
much as it was possible by the Radcliffe Award. It is an unjust,
incomprehensible and even perverse award. It may be wrong,
unjust and perverse; and it may not be a judicial but a political
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award, but [since] we have agreed to abide by it [it is] binding on
us. . . . It may be our misfortune but we must bear up this one
more blow with fortitude, courage and hope.58

Condemning the Award as ‘self-contradictory, anomalous and arbitrary
and as unjust to Hindus of Bengal and Punjab’, the press in India was,
however, hopeful that minor adjustments of boundaries would be possible
by negotiation in the future.59 Even a conservative newspaper like The
Statesman expressed hope by stating that ‘it is never too late for men of
goodwill to take stock of realities . . . by banishing all sense of fear and
conflict [to] bring about for both countries enduring peace and progress’.60

The Pakistani press was very critical and The Dawn, for instance, charac-
terised the Award as ‘a biased decision and an act of shameful partiality
[through which] Pakistan was cheated’.61 The wave of criticism and
counter criticism was, however, short-lived, presumably because of the
outbreak of riots and massacres in the wake of migrations – which were
the outcome ‘not of any particular frontier-drawing, but of partition itself
and of the communal hate which had led to it’.62

Not only was the press critical of the Award; the Radcliffe arrangement
also caused confusion and uncertainty since it was not well-publicised
before it was implemented. As a result, neither the Hindus nor the Muslims
had, at least at the outset, a clear idea about the newly-demarcated fron-
tiers. They had little knowledge of how Mountbatten’s Plan or the Rad-
cliffe Award would change their destinies and tear them apart from their
familiar social and cultural roots.63 ‘The English have flung away their Raj
like a bundle of old straw’, an angry peasant told the Punjab Governor,
Malcolm Darling, ‘and we have been chopped in pieces like butcher’s
meat’.64 It was not therefore an exaggeration that the characters in Bhisham
Sahni’s story ‘We have arrived in Amritsar’65 did not know whether Lahore
or Gurdaspur would be in India or Pakistan. The district of Malda probably
presented an extreme case. For three days, between 12 and 15 August 1947,
nobody knew for sure whether the district would finally be assigned to
India or Pakistan. The Pakistani flag, as the district magistrate reminisced,
‘fluttered over the collectorate until 14 August’. Three days later, the dis-
trict, now reduced to ten pre-partition thanas, came to India.66 Even after
the formal declaration of independence in August 1947, the confusion and
uncertainty regarding the boundaries continued to remain. For instance,
there was a strong rumour in Nadia, even after the lapse of almost one year
following the acceptance of the Award, that Nadia and Murshidabad would
go to Pakistan in exchange for Khulna since non-Muslims constituted a
demographic majority there.67 There were innumerable instances where
‘[t]he pettiest incidents sparked-off brutal killings and the most unsubstan-
tiated rumours cause people to flee their homes in their thousands’.68

Realising that the Radcliffee boundary was vague in some areas, both
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Nehru and Liaquat Ali Khan had signed an agreement to set up a tribunal,
chaired by a Swedish judge, Algot Bagge, to resolve, once and for all,
‘boundary disputes . . . arising out of the interpretation of the Radcliffe
Award’.69 Despite the euphoria over its appointment,70 the tribunal had a
limited role to play because it was restricted to demarcating the boundary
between Murshidabad and Rajshahi districts and to settling disputes about
the course of the Mathabhanga river.71

Despite the vehement opposition of the League representative, Cal-
cutta was given to west Bengal. Though Muslims were demographically
preponderant in Murshidabad (see Table 5.3),72 the district was placed
under west Bengal following the logic of physical contiguity with the rest
of the province. While including a part of Nadia (Table 5.4) and 24
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Table 5.3 District of Murshidabad: proportions of Muslims and non-Muslims, 1941

Subdivision Total population Muslims (%) Non-Muslims (%)

Sadar 499749 60.0 40.0
Lalbagh 363885 66.5 33.5
Jangipur 411618 58.0 42.0
Khandi 365278 40.5 59.5

Total 1640530 56.5 43.4

Source: Census of India, 1941.

Table 5.4 Demographic composition of each police station in the district of Nadia

Karimpur Total population Muslims (%) Non-Muslims (%)
subdivision

Karimpur 101272 78.8 21.2
Gangani 72405 82.2 17.8

Sadar subdivision
Kaliganj 63391 43.6 56.4
Nakasipara 66827 52.1 47.9
Chapra 70321 71.1 28.9
Nabadwip 54208 22.3 77.7

Ranaghat subdivision
Hansakhali 37521 74.2 25.8
Haringhata 27498 52.8 47.2
Ranaghat 82073 41.9 58.1
Chakdah 63862 40.3 59.7
Shantipur 55036 31.7 68.3

Total 694414 53.7 46.3

Source: Census of India, 1941.



Parganas (Table 5.5) in west Bengal where Muslims were in a majority, the
Radcliffe Award sought to maintain a homogeneous land mass for the new
province. Similarly, two police stations, namely, Bongaon and Gaighata of
the district of Jessore (where Muslims constituted a majority), were placed
within west Bengal. In north Bengal, the Malda and Dinajpur districts
were almost evenly divided according to the demographic composition.
While the task of dividing Dinajpur was relatively easier because of a
clear-cut demographic configuration in each police station, the district of
Malda posed a difficulty because only four police stations had a Muslim
preponderance over non-Muslims (Table 5.6).

As the report shows, Radcliffe’s primary consideration was not to
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Table 5.5 Subdivisions of Barasat and Bashirhat: proportions of Muslims and non-
Muslims, 1941

Barasat subdivision Total population Muslims (%) Non-Muslims (%)

Habra 70718 58.5 41.5
Deganga 64700 69.8 30.2
Barasat 99064 59.9 40.1
Aamdanga 30196 57.2 42.8
Rajarhat 46583 34.8 65.2
Total 311261 57.6 42.4

Bashirhat subdivision
Sarupnagar 57542 54.3 45.7
Baduria 83684 59.6 40.4
Bashirhat 125164 57.7 42.3
Haroa 90745 45.6 54.4

Total 357135 54.5 45.4

Source: Census of India, 1941.

Table 5.6 Demographic composition of police stations in Malda, 1941

Police station Total population Muslims (%) Non-Muslims (%)

Kaliachak 194324 63.8* 36.2
English Bazar 83539 44.5 55.5
Malda 33978 34.5 65.5
Khorba 103062 59.4* 40.6
Harishchandrapur 99974 56.7* 43.3
Ratua 102985 56.8* 43.2
Bamangola 35973 42.4 57.6
Manikchak 64786 33.4 66.6
Gajole 73387 28.4 71.6
Habibpur 52307 13.2 86.6

Total 844315 49.1 50.9



disturb the communication channels, via road, railways and water, as far as
practicable. This was why he recommended the transfer of almost 6000
square miles from east to west Bengal, and the districts of Murshidabad,
Nadia, Jessore, Malda and Dinajpur were accordingly demarcated. The
loss thus made was compensated for by assigning the sparsely populated
district of Chittagong Hill Tracts, with a Buddhist majority, to east
Pakistan. Similarly, to maintain the rail link in the north of the proposed
province, Khulna, which had a substantial non-Muslim population, was
assigned to east Pakistan.

Concluding observations

The Radcliffe Award largely conformed to the Congress scheme, as elabo-
rated by Atul Chandra Gupta in his memorandum to the Boundary Com-
mission, presented on behalf of the Congress.73 Whether it was a
coincidence or deliberate is difficult to ascertain, because the Chairman of
the Commissions ‘steadfastly refused to supplement or discuss his award’
even after its publication.74 It is also doubtful whether the Congress
leadership exercised influence over the Chairman of the Commissions in
view of his refusal even to discuss with Patel, who was a Partition Council
member, why the publication of the Award was delayed.75 As ‘he was
duty-bound to obey the specific terms of reference he had been given in
demarcating the boundaries’, Radcliffe felt it improper to share this
information with Patel, who represented ‘an interested party’ in this exer-
cise.76 Though both the interested parties – the Congress and the Muslim
League – were kept at bay, Mountbatten appeared to have asked Radcliffe
to follow the terms of reference as far as ‘practicable’ and ‘fairness of the
eastern and western awards to the Muslims and non-Muslims respectively
should be judged as a whole, so that disgruntlement in one area might be
offset by satisfaction in another’.77 This principle of ‘balance’ allowed the
Chairman to redraw the boundary of the Punjab canal colonies in such a
way as to sustain west Punjab, which would have lost its economic viability
without those districts through which the irrigation canals passed.78

Amidst protests and demonstrations, the Award was made public on 17
August 1947. What led to the formation of the Boundary Commissions
was the imperial initiative, articulated in the 3 June plan, that was ratified
by the Legislative Assemblies of both Punjab and Bengal. For the British
government, partition was probably the last resort in view of the failure of
‘the major parties to cooperate in the working of the Cabinet Mission Plan
of 16 May, 1946 and evolve for India a constitution acceptable to all con-
cerned’.79 Thus the appointment of Boundary Commissions was most
logical under the circumstances. What is, however, striking is the haste
with which the assigned task was completed. Arriving in India on 8 July,
Cyril Radcliffe knew nothing about India other than the five perspiring
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weeks he spent there, trying with maps and pens to fulfil his impossible
duty of devising a judicious cartography. The Commissions held their
meetings over a period of eight days between 16 and 24 July without the
Chairman. Though announced on 17 August 1947, the Award was ready
by 13 August. Radcliffe did not visit the areas he was asked to demarcate,
and nor did he undertake any effort to ascertain the viability of the pro-
posed state of Pakistan as a socio-cultural and economic unit. The emer-
gence of Bangladesh in 1971 confirms the apprehension that Pakistan, as it
emerged in the aftermath of the partition, was not feasible. At another
level, the line drawn by Radcliffe severely disrupted ‘every aspect of exist-
ence for the rural community, criminalising the routine and customary
transactions by which it survived’. It ‘separated the peasant’s homestead
from the plot he had sharecropped in the last season and the peasant-
proprietor from his holding’.80 The local police stations in border districts
in both east Pakistan and west Bengal were engaged, most of the time, in
restraining those crossing borders illegally. There were innumerable
instances of arrests and beatings by the police of bhag-chasis (share-
croppers) when they crossed the line to bring home their share of the crop.
Thus, when a sharecropper of Kumarganj in west Dinajpur was returning
from Phulbari with a maund of paddy that he earned, he was arrested by
the east Pakistani militia.81 Similarly, a Hindu zamindar of Kazipur in
Nadia who, in January 1950, went to Damurhuda to realise rents from his
tenants was arrested by the Pakistani border patrol and released with a
warning never to return.82

The demarcation of a boundary is bound to be controversial, and more
so because the task was undertaken by the Boundary Commissions when
the schism between Hindus and Muslims was articulated not only in the
public sphere but also in the social and cultural transactions in people’s
quotidian life that divided the Hindus and Muslims more effectively than
resolutions of the League or speeches in the Congress sessions or political
pacts. ‘Socially’, as Tamijuddin remarks, ‘Muslims were in most respects
untouchables to the Hindus . . . and if therefore a Muslim somehow hap-
pened to enter the cook-shed of a Hindu, even if he did not touch food or
utensils, all cooked food stored in the house along with the earthen pots
were considered polluted and thrown away’.83 In addition to this, the per-
ception that because the landlords were Hindus they exploited the Muslim
tenants84 exacerbated the situation, given the composition of zamindars
and cultivators in east Bengal. The socio-economic segregation of the two
communities was so pronounced that they felt that they were ‘two distinct
communities in spite of fraternization in certain fields of activity’.85 With
the adoption of the 1932 Communal Award,86 the Muslims realised, as
Abul Mansur Ahmad, an erstwhile Congress member, noted, that ‘where
mere number counts, they must necessarily be a power’.87 The Muslims
began to ‘feel that their language, culture and religion would be swamped,
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[and] they also had the natural fears of a minority and kept demanding
safeguards so as to preserve their own way of life and combat their impo-
tence’.88 Given the polarisation between the Hindus and Muslims at the
grassroots, what the Radcliffe Award did was simply to formalise the
chasm by drawing a line separating the communities as far as practicable.
In a situation charged with communal tension the task of the Commissions
was arduous; even more so because the time available to complete the
demarcation was also limited. As shown above, Radcliffe was to submit
the Award within less than a month after the first meeting on 16 July 1947.
That the Award was ready on 13 August 194789 also underlines the haste
in which the entire process was complete. No survey of the districts which
were likely to be bifurcated was undertaken, and nor were those involved
in the district administration consulted to ascertain the contiguity of the
areas. Only the 1941 Census data90 were taken seriously by the Commis-
sions, to identify the essentially Hindu- and Muslim-majority districts.
Bengal seems to have been divided on the basis of the claims and counter-
claims of those operating within the public sphere. Drawing on probably
the best available legal minds, the Award turned out to be an excellent
technical document which, due to the utter negligence of the reality in
Bengal, remained a bone of contention for both Bengals even in the after-
math of freedom. Radcliffe was perhaps aware of the fragile basis of the
Award, saying while he was awaiting his flight for London: ‘Nobody in
India will love me for the Award about the Punjab and Bengal and there
will be roughly 80 million people with a grievance who will begin looking
for me. I do not want them to find me. I have worked and travelled and
sweated – oh, I have sweated the whole time’.91 Furthermore, although the
Boundary Commissions undertook ‘a surgical operation’ (which Jinnah
had insisted upon even before its appointment92) to create a separate
Muslim homeland, its success was short-lived because within less than
three decades Pakistan was dismembered following the emergence of
Bangladesh in 1971.
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6

CONSTRUCTION AND
CONSOLIDATION OF

IDENTITIES

The Sylhet referendum and partition

Louis Mountbatten’s 3 June 1947 statement was a watershed in the history
of India’s emergence as a free nation, for at least three important reasons.
First, the 3 June statement was a clear indication of the final British with-
drawal from India. Not only was the date announced, the British govern-
ment also put forward a scheme for the division of the subcontinent,
according to what the newly appointed Viceroy thought was the best option
available.1 Secondly, as both the Congress and the Muslim League agreed
upon partition, the statement provided for separation of Bengal and Punjab
from India since Muslims constituted a majority in those provinces. Wavell,
the predecessor of Mountbatten, had explored all the possibilities for main-
taining an Indian Union, but to no avail.2 The statement was therefore the
culmination of a process that began with the adoption of the 1940 Lahore
resolution defending a separate state for the Muslims.3 Thirdly, apart from
the partition of Bengal and Punjab, the 3 June statement also suggested a
referendum in the North-West Frontier Province4 and in Sylhet, a district in
Assam. Sylhet was a difficult case because it was located in Assam, which
was predominantly a non-Muslim province. Hence the Viceroy, in his 3
June statement, forcefully argued that:

Though Assam is predominantly a non-Muslim province, the dis-
trict of Sylhet which is contiguous to Bengal is predominantly
Muslim. There has been a demand that in the event of the partition
of Bengal, Sylhet should be amalgamated with the Muslim part of
Bengal. Accordingly, if it is decided that Bengal should be parti-
tioned, a referendum will be held in Sylhet under the aegis of the
Governor-General and in consultation with the Assam provincial
Government to decided whether the district of Sylhet should con-
tinue to form part of Assam province or should be amalgamated
with the new province of East Bengal of that province agrees. If
the referendum results in favour of amalgamation with East
Bengal, a Boundary Commission with terms similar to those for
the Punjab and Bengal will be set up to demarcate areas of Sylhet
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district and contiguous Muslim majority areas of adjoining districts
which will then be transferred to East Bengal. The rest of the
Assam province will, in any case, continue to [remain] in India.5

As is evident, the decision to go for a referendum was conditioned largely
by the peculiar location of Sylhet within British India. While defending a
referendum for the district, the Viceroy was confident that this would
enable the people to ‘decide their fate themselves’.6 Accordingly, appro-
priate steps were undertaken to complete the process before 15 August.

Given the complex unfolding of events immediately after the announce-
ment, this chapter seeks to explore the processes that finally led to the
transfer of the district of Sylhet. An attempt will also be made to grapple
with what became prominent in the entire event. Notwithstanding the alle-
gations and counter-allegations of both the Congress and the Muslim
League, the British administration was not spared either. Not only was the
administration held responsible for a low turn-out of voters in ‘the inte-
rior’, some of the Presiding and Polling officers were also blamed for being
‘partisan’ to the Muslims. Thus a thorough probing of the referendum will
bring out the relatively unknown dimensions of India’s freedom struggle
that unfolded during the last phase of the transfer of power.

Sylhet: a profile

Located in Assam, a north-eastern province in India,7 Sylhet (Srihatta in
the vernacular) was ‘a broad level valley bounded on either side by hills of
considerable height. . . . It is bounded on the north by Khasi and Jaintia
Hills, on the east by Cachar, on the south by the state of Hill Tippera and
on the west by the district of Tippera and Mymensingh’.8 As shown in
Table 6.1, the district was divided into five subdivisions and each sub-
divisions had several thanas within its administrative jurisdiction.
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Table 6.1 Subdivisions of Sylhet

Subdivisions Thanas

Sunamganj Tahirpur, Sachna, Dharampasha, Dirai, Sunamganj,
Jagannathpur, Chhatak, Sulle

Habiganj Ajmiriganj, Nabiganj, Baniyachung, Lakhai, Madhavpur,
Habiganj, Bahubal, Chunarighat

North Sylhet Gosainghat, Jaintapur, Kanairghat, Sylhet, Biswanath, Balaganj,
Golapganj, Fenchuganj

South Sylhet Maulavi Bazar, Srimangal, Kamalganj, Raj Nagar, Kulara
(Maulavi Bazar)
Karimganj Karimganj, Beani Bazar, Barlekha, Pathar Kandi. Ratha Bari,

Badarpur

Source: Census of India, Vol. IX, Assam, Government of India Press, 1943, pp. 2–3.



Demographic composition

Muslims constituted a majority in Sylhet. Apart from the Hindus, the dis-
trict had a very small section of Christians (2418) and tribal population
(69907) (see Table 6.2).

Muslims constituted 60 per cent while Hindus were 38 per cent of the
total population of the district. They constituted an overwhelming major-
ity of 67 per cent in the north Sylhet subdivision, ‘which was the first
portion of the district to come to the [Muslim] possession’.9 South Sylhet
and Karimganj came less under the influence of the Muslim faith, and for
many years ‘were probably dominated by the Hindu kingdom of
Tippera’.10

Although the district had registered an increase among the Muslims,
their growth in North Sylhet was very dramatic, especially when the
natural growth of the population ‘was less than two per cent’11 over a
period of two decades. Furthermore, the sharp increase of Muslims was
also remarkable because this was a subdivision ‘in which the last census
disclosed a serious decrease in the population’.12 According to the Deputy
Commissioner of Sylhet, ‘conversion had little to do wth the growth of
Muslims’. He further added, ‘there is no organised propaganda of the faith
and the few converts made are said to be Hindus of low castes who have
been detected in intrigues with Muhammadans of the opposite sex’.13

While explaining the higher rate of growth among the Muslims, the
contemporary reports ascribes it to ‘(a) superior fecundity which is said to
be due to greater physical vigour and a more nourishing dietary, (b) to the
absence of restriction on widow remarriage, (c) to a less marked disparity
between the ages of husband and wife and (d) to some extent, to the
greater prevalence of polygamy’.14

Sylhet proper was not a homogeneous tract, but was scattered over the
permanently settled area. There was a large number of estates which were
occupied and settled at different dates, subsequent to the permanent
settlement, while in the south of the district there were ‘extensive tracts of
jungle to [which] claims of a somewhat vague and dubious character were
put forward by the neighbouring land-holders’.15 The importance of Sylhet
was largely due to the fact that it was one of the most important tea dis-
tricts in Assam.16 As tea was an important commercial crop, it had
attracted a considerable number of Europeans. By the 1940s, the Euro-
peans controlled almost 90 per cent of the tea gardens. While they were
dominant in South Sylhet and Karimganj, there were also Indian planters
in North Sylhet and Habiganj.17

Like any other tea-growing districts, Sylhet also attracted a large
number of labourers from all over India. As the contemporary figures
show, a majority of them came from the United Provinces. Since there was
a constant flow of labourers from elsewhere, the production of tea was
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Table 6.2 Demographic composition of Sylhet

Total population Scheduled castes General Hindus Muslims

3041631 267510 785004 1892117

North Sylhet (67% Muslims)
Goainghat 4678 5734 44890
Jaintapur 1871 2734 12642
Kanairghat 7500 2541 62164
Sylhet 7929 39690 133588
Biswanath 4738 13220 65764
Balaganj 10242 26944 76289
Golapganj 7081 15167 74740
Fenchuganj 2404 4393 20019
Total 43443 110423 490096

South Sylhet (39% Muslims)
Maulvi Bazar 16382 37744 68531
Srimangal 8183 47274 22000
Kamalganj 11550 37605 33925
Raj nagar 9677 25492 43247
Kulaura 21045 50508 69947
Total 66837 198623 237650

Habiganj (53% Muslims)
Ajmiriganj 10522 12646 23129
Nabiganj 14071 30754 79421
Bania Chung 19348 28578 74765
Lakhai 10839 11824 38523
Madhavpur 14698 23272 52213
Habiganj 10015 27004 70514
Bahubal 4223 16594 44638
Chunarighat 3695 21788 51156
Total 87411 172460 434359

Sunamganj (55% Muslims)
Dharmapasa 11892 20489 50319
Tahirpur 4116 7428 21753
Sachna 3302 7956 16251
Dirai 11980 24264 45282
Sunamganj 14651 28138 96897
Chhatak 7854 21165 115131
Jagannathpur 8587 21652 58350
Sulla 10962 13554 13421
Total 73344 144646 417404

Karimganj (47% Muslims)
Beani bazar 11763 18446 70690
Barlekha 10982 28024 39225
Pathar Kandi 5686 32709 27664
Ratha Bari 10523 30471 24730
Karimganj 41633 35846 123733
Badarpur 7402 9762 25228
Total 87969 155258 311270

Source: The Census of India, vol. IX, 1941, Assam, pp. 38–41.



never adversely affected despite the unhealthy environment in which they
were forced to survive. One of the most important assets in the planter’s
favour in Sylhet, commented the B. C. Allen (who prepared the District
Gazetteer), ‘is the fact that he can obtain his labour at fairly moderate
rates’.18 As Table 6.3 shows, a majority of the plantation workers were
from outside the province of Assam and Bengal. One of the factors
accounting for the lower number of people from Sylhet and other adjoin-
ing districts of Bengal and Assam was probably the steady rise in the price
of agricultural produce that ‘has enabled the ordinary people . . . to earn
their living by agriculture’.19

Preparation for the Referendum

It was decided on 21 June to hold the referendum on 6 and 7 of July 1947.
In a meeting of the District Officers, convened to decide dates, it was
pointed out that the dates in the first fortnight of July were to be avoided
because of the monsoon causing severe flooding almost every year in the
district. As the district was likely to be flooded, it would be better to
change the dates to the second half of July, otherwise people in the inte-
rior of the district ‘are likely to be prevented from exercising their rights’.20

Those who attended the meeting were convinced of the adverse con-
sequences of flooding and were willing to consider alternative dates to
enable most of the people in the district to defend their democratic rights.
However, I. Stork, the Referendum Commissioner, argued that given the
announcement of the date of final withdrawal, no negotiation of dates was
possible. The Assam Governor, who realised the difficulty of mobility
during the flood was ‘helpless’, as the Viceroy was committed to ‘freedom’
by 15 August. If the decision on Sylhet was delayed, it would undoubtedly
‘upset the entire plan’, and the British government was not willing to
endorse this. It was unfortunate, as the Governor argued, ‘that circum-
stances have compelled the holding of the referendum at a time when a
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Table 6.3 Labourers from outside Sylhet

United Province 44169 (28%)
Other parts of Bengal 22067 (15%)
Chotanagpur 22745 (16%)
Central provinces 12681 (9%)
Madras 10079 (7%)
Total 144876

Source: IOR, R/3/1/158, K. N. V. Sundaram to G. E. B. Abell (the Private Secretary to the
Viceroy) 18 June 1947.

Note
Figures in parentheses show the percentage in relation to the total labour force in the district.



large part of the district is flooded and a substantial percentage of polling
stations will be in the flooded areas. Voters will have to find their way to
them as best as they can’. The only help the government ‘can give them is
not to indent upon local transport’ for its own requirement.21

The task was gigantic, and was expected to be over in less than three
weeks. The entire administration was geared to prepare for the referen-
dum. The difficulties the administration confronted were numerous. The
actual business of preparing for the referendum was characterised as ‘a
headache’ for the administration. One of the problems that bothered the
Assam Governor most was to arrange for Presiding and Polling officer for
the poll. While drawing the attention of the Viceroy to this, he emphasised
that ‘the whole province is being drawn . . . to find 478 Presiding Officers
and 1434 Polling Officers. This withdrawal of staff from their regular
duties will mean that all work except essential services will be at a stand-
still in the province for about ten days’.22

There were other difficulties as well. The Muslim leadership felt that
the Muslims would be under-represented in the referendum, since the
voters list was prepared according to the number of electors who had
participated in the last elections.23 As Liaquat Ali Khan pointed out, ‘the
position is . . . that while Muslims form 60.7 percent of the total population
of Sylhet district, they form only 54.27 percent of the total electoral roll of
the district’. On the assumption that the referendum ‘will be confined to
the electorates’, he apprehends, ‘it is clear that the Muslim votes will not
reflect the true strength of Muslim opinion on the issue of referendum’.
Liaquat therefore insisted that in order to secure this result, ‘it will be
necessary to multiply the number of Muslim votes by a factor which would
equate the voting strength of the Muslims with their population
strength’.24 The request was turned down because the disparity ‘which only
of the order of 10 to 9 is in itself not so striking as to compel the adoption
of some remedial measure’. Furthermore, to give the suggested weightage
in this solitary case ‘would be entirely against the general scheme of the
statement of 3 June [that devised the principle of following] the composi-
tion of the Provincial Legislative Assemblies and the electoral rolls as they
stand at present without importing any extraneous consideration
whatever’25 (emphasis original).

Similarly, there were disagreements among the leaders regarding the
voting rights of the special constituencies like labour and tea planters.
Endorsing the claim of the voters in the Labour and in the Commerce and
Trade constituencies of the district, the Congress insisted on extending the
right to vote to them.26 The office of the Referendum Commissioner was
inundated with complaints from several tea gardens. Of the labour con-
stituencies, the Srimangal tea garden had probably the most organised
union. In a representation to the Viceroy, the demand for voting rights
was made on the ground that the labourers in this tea estate ‘fulfilled the
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residential qualification’ and hence they should be allowed to vote.27 Not
persuaded by this argument, the Referendum Commissioner defended his
decision not to include them in the list by saying that the tea plantation
labourers ‘do not fulfil the requisite qualification . . . of working as a
permanent employee in one tea garden continuously for not less than 180
days. They thus represent a floating population with little or no stake in
the district as such’. He, therefore concluded, ‘there is no strong reason
why the plantation labour should be given a special voice in the referen-
dum which other labour, agricultural and industrial do not get’.28

Not only were the labourers denied the right to vote, the European
planters were also excluded from the referendum on the principle that ‘the
special constituencies need not be permitted to participate in the referen-
dum’. Objections were raised by drawing attention to the role of European
planters in the overall development of the district. Memoranda were pre-
sented to the Assam Governor. The argument was not strong enough, as
the Governor suggested ‘to substantially alter the basic principle,
announced by the Viceroy in his 3 June statement’. Accordingly, none of
the European constituencies (for instance, the European Territorial Con-
stituency, European Planting Constituency, and European Commerce and
Industry Constituency) was allowed to take part in the voting.

The Assam Governor had received a large number of complaints touch-
ing on almost every aspect of the proposed referendum. Some of the
serious complaints were as follows:

1 The appointment of H. C. Stock (the Secretary, Legislative Depart-
ment, Government of Assam) as the Referendum Commissioner
raised controversy because ‘he was a prisoner in Turkey during the
first world war and is notorious as being anti-Muslim’. As a result of
his imprisonment, he ‘is understood to have developed an aversion to
the “Turkish cap” and whoever wears the headgear’.

2 One of the reasons for discontentment among the Muslim leadership
was that the symbols for ballot boxes were decided without consulting
them. Two symbols were selected: a hut for staying in Assam, and an
axe for joining east Bengal. Critical of the symbol of an axe because, in
local popular perception, it ‘symbolises injury to oneself’, the Muslims
were also opposed to a hut as a symbol in view of its symbolical
meaning of providing a shelter. The symbol became significant in the
context of the referendum that was to be held to finally decide the fate
of the Hindus and Muslims of Sylhet. In fact, the Congress was
reported to have played ‘on the popular superstition by telling the
voters that if they want to live happily in their own huts or homes,
they should put their votes in the boxes bearing the symbol, but if they
want to put the axe to their limbs, i.e. commit an injury to themselves,
they may throw their votes bearing the symbol of the axe’.29
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3 There were complaints against the presence of military, mostly
Gurkhas, in the district. Most of them came to contain the civil disobe-
dience movement that was launched by the Muslims against the con-
troversial ‘Line system’. The military was alleged to be ‘harassing the
people without provocation’.

4 Criticism was also directed at the appointment of the Presiding Offi-
cers from among those serving the Assam government. It was there-
fore likely that these Presiding Officers were bound by those superior
officers who were part of a government ‘opposed to the rise of a
Muslim nation state’ in the aftermath of 15 August. A suggestion was
therefore made to bring these Presiding Officers under ‘the direct
supervision of the Governor-General’.

5 Views were expressed against ‘the date fixed for the referendum
[which] is too early and the time given for voting too short’. Two argu-
ments were used in support of this criticism: first, that the time span
between the final announcement of the dates of referendum and the
actual date of referendum was just two weeks, which that was too
short to prepare the people for such a crucial decision; and second,
time was too short for ‘canvassing specially because of the floods now
raging in large areas of the interior areas’.

6 The Muslim leaders also held the Assam government responsible for
deliberately obstructing the League’s campaign in most of the areas.
They also charged the government with ‘censoring the news as well as
telegrams to outside League leaders and local leaders’. To demoralise
those supporting the League’s demand for a separate homeland for
the Muslims, the government was reported to have ‘arrested the best
League workers . . . under the Public Safety Act’. Apprehending that
the aim of this Act was ‘to stifle the Muslim League’s campaign’ by the
Congress-led ministry, the Viceroy was urged to withdraw it30

7 A charge was levelled against the Viceroy for not having sent British
military officers to supervise the referendum. It was alleged that since
Baldev Singh, a member of the Governor’s Council, was authorised to
look after the security arrangements, he ‘has sent a number of Sikh
officers to actually collect information on the Muslim preparedness’
under the pretext of ascertaining ‘whether posting of more troops is
needed for maintenance of peace before and after the referendum’.
Under no circumstances were Sikh officers acceptable, and hence it
was suggested in the complaint that ‘a mixed troops – half Muslims
and half Hindus – should be posted and the Gurkhas withdrawn’.31

Even before the Assam Governor addressed the issues raised in the com-
plaints, the Viceroy made a special request to the Commander-in-Chief,
Claude Auchinleck, to arrange for four British military officers of the
Indian army of the rank of major or thereabouts to be associated with the
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Referendum Commissioner. What led him to make this request was prob-
ably his apprehension that Muslims had reasons to be sceptical immedi-
ately before the transfer of power to two independent dominions. He was
therefore ‘forced to make this request as [he does not] wish to give the
Muslim League any handle to allege that the referendum if it should go
against them, has not been fairly run’.32 The provision of troops for the ref-
erendum was immediately sanctioned as soon as the Viceroy had
requested. Along with other officers from the British army, Lieutenant
Colonel C. W. Pearson was given the command of Sylforce, a specially
created force for the referendum. The purpose was to maintain law and
order ‘in a friendly manner, if possible during and after the Referendum,
. . . preventing intimidation of voters and to act as a mobile reserve to the
police’.33

The sanctioned strength for the referendum was just one platoon, but
that was not enough to patrol the district, especially in view of the ‘pecu-
liar topographical features of the district and vast expanses of water in
nearly all the subdivisions’. In order to carry out his task properly, as
Pearson explained, ‘I decided that . . . force under my command should be
located at such places in the district that they could reach the place where
trouble was expected in the shortest possible time, and that I should create
an illusion of being here, there and everywhere’ (emphasis added).34

Given the nature of the referendum in Sylhet, where both the
communities expected to win, the Assam Governor apprehended com-
munal disturbances. He therefore suggested making ‘special arrangements
for the use of army to preserve order and secure a fair vote’.35 In his
assessment, ‘the First Battalion Assam Regiment would be a suitable
instrument for this purpose’.36 Interestingly, both the League and the Con-
gress ministry welcomed the suggestion and agreed to co-operate with the
army during the preparation for the referendum.37 The Congress had
reason to be happy because the army was called to control the League-
sponsored civil disobedience movement in Assam against the Line system.
Despite Jinnah’s personal request for the army, the Assam Muslim League
expressed resentment as the Assam Battalion was allegedly pro-Congress
and pro-Hindus while discharging their duties during the civil disobedi-
ence movement.38

As soon as the dates were announced, both the major parties began
campaigning for their respective goals. Unlike the Congress, the Muslim
League was more organised and undertook the campaign in a planned
manner. Even before the campaign for the referendum took off, the
League had an organisation at its disposal, presumably because of its
movement against ‘the Line system’. Apprehending the adverse economic
and demographic effects of unchecked immigration from East Bengal to
Assam, the Congress ministry (headed by Gopinath Bardoloi) that came
to power in February 1946 decided to evict ‘the illegal immigrants’ from
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Assam following the Line system – introduced in 1920 – whereby all set-
tlers beyond 1 April 1937 were to be evicted.39 The Assamese Hindus wel-
comed the step, as ‘the influx of Muslims from [east Bengal] was upsetting
the population ratio and the Assamese wanted to retain a majority in the
Brahmaputra valley’.40 It was also suggested that the influx ‘could be coun-
tered only by Bihar Hindus to settle down’ in Assam.41 The decision
caused resentment among the Muslims, and a Committee of Action,42

headed by Bhasani,43 was immediately formed at the behest of the Assam
Provincial Muslim League ‘to oppose the eviction policy of the Congress
Government all over the province’.44 The movement did not gain momen-
tum until 10 March 1947, when it was decided in a meeting, addressed by
Liaquat ali Khan,45 to start civil disobedience in all districts of Assam
under the stewardship of the League.46 A member of the working commit-
tee of the All India Muslim League, Chaudhury Khaliq-uz-Zaman, was
deputed to strengthen the campaign while Habibullah Bahar of the Bengal
Provincial Muslim League was invited to mobilise the Bengali Muslims
who were the primary target of this system.47 According to the Committee
of Action, formed in the wake of the Congress-engineered eviction policy,
it drew upon the fear that ‘the immigration was aimed at increasing the
Muslim population in order to turn the area into Pakistan’.48 The Congress
apprehension was absolutely unfounded, as the Committee of Action
stated in categorical terms, since ‘Assam is sure to be in Pakistan, so it is
not true that the Muslim League is fighting to establish Pakistan in
Assam’.49

For the Assam Premier, the Line system was probably the most appro-
priate system to halt Assam’s decline as a socio-economic unit. In his
letter to the Congress President, Rajendra Prasad, he elaborated further
by underlining that ‘the economic problem of the Province is bound up
with this system. We cannot think that in the near future we shall have no
spot of earth for our children and ultimately for ourselves and we shall be
driven to the solution of acute difficulties which face some other
provinces. The linguistic problem also increases the difficulties of an eco-
nomic government, and what is worse, a source of constant friction result-
ing in violence, incendiarism and crimes of all kinds, naturally disturb the
peace’.50 What was most disheartening for the Premier was the League
effort to design the movement in communal terms – which was ‘natural in
view of the League’s declared objective of making Assam a part of Pak-
istan just like Bengal’.51 The movement did not continue for long. It
began on 10 March with the declaration of the Assam Day, when the
League members courted arrest following the violation of the Section
144. Despite having successfully organised campaigns against the Con-
gress ministry, the civil disobedience movement was immediately called
off at Jinnah’s behest following the announcement of the partition plan
on 3 June 1947.
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Preparation of the Muslim League

Once the dates of the referendum had been made public, Jinnah
appointed a committee comprising M. A. Ispahani, Moazzamuddin
Hussain and A. W. Baakza52 ‘to organise and help the Muslims of Sylhet in
every way to face the forthcoming referendum’. He therefore requested all
the leaders and workers of the Muslim League in Sylhet ‘to get in close
touch with the Committee and work in full co-operation and complete
harmony as a united and disciplined people in a team’. As Muslims ‘are in
a powerful majority and if they vote solidly . . . it will not only strengthen
Eastern Pakistan [but it will also be] a boon to the Muslims of Sylhet’.53

Apart from a personal appeal, Jinnah had also deputed Moazzamuddin
Hussain, the Bengal minister, to act as a League observer. The decision to
appoint an observer from outside was a response to a request of Moinul
Haque Chaudhury, an MLA from Assam, who expressed a great difficulty
in mobilising the Muslim MLAs for the referendum due to ‘internecine
feud among them’.54 The selection of a Bengal minister for this role was
probably strategically conditioned. The Muslim League was a ruling party
in Bengal, and was capable of financially supporting the campaign for the
referendum if required. Accordingly, he wrote to Suhrawardy, the Bengal
Premier, to find out sources of funds ‘that can be transferred to the Assam
unit of the League without complications’.55 As the League was not fully
confident of the outcome of the referendum, a suggestion was made to him
to sponsor the ‘influx of Mussalmans from the neighbouring provinces or
native States where the Mussalmans are in a hopeless minority and can
never hope to lead a happy life’.56

The campaign was undertaken vigorously, and in every meeting an
appeal was made to the Muslim voters ‘to cast his or her votes in favour of
the amalgamation of Sylhet with East Bengal – which will also carry with it
the contiguous Muslim majority areas of adjoining districts which will then
be transferred to Eastern Pakistan’.57 To prove their identity as ‘pacca
Muslims’, the Muslim voters were expected to vote in favour of joining
east Pakistan.58 If Sylhet was in favour of Pakistan, what would be her
gain? Those addressed public meetings responded to this by saying that
‘there would . . . be a distinct gain to Sylhet if it joins East Bengal
[because] Muslims of that area would become a part of the majority of
East Bengal and cease to be a portion of the Muslim minority in Assam’.59

Even if Sylhet decided against the amalgamation with East Bengal,
Muslims ‘need not be scared [because] Assam is certain to be part of Pak-
istan in near future given the rapidly growing demographic strength of
Muslims here [owing] to both natural causes and migration from East
Bengal’.60 As the trends had shown, ‘it is reasonable to expect that the in
the course of next few years the number of Muslims in the Province shall
be equal to the number of caste Hindus and that thereafter the Muslims
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will be the largest single community in the Province’. Even if Sylhet and its
surrounding Muslim-majority areas decided to continue as parts of Assam,
‘there is every prospect that with passing years Assam will grow closer to
East Bengal and that at no distant date [she] will join East Pakistan’.61

The League left no stone unturned to organise an effective campaign in
Sylhet just before the referendum. As a contemporary report mentions,
‘[t]he manner in which the Muslim League . . . carried out their propa-
ganda campaign was noticeable. Rowdy processions, shouting of slogans,
drilling of young men were the order of the day’.62 What was striking was
the role of the Muslim National Guard, a para-military force,63 during the
campaign. So long as the local Muslim League leaders led the campaign, it
was a low key affair. With their involvement, the League gained remark-
ably.64 Jinnah was reported to have appreciated their contribution, and
once this had been published in the leading dailies,65 ‘the Muslim National
Guards flooded the district from outside’. Not only did they penetrate into
the remotest villages they were also reported to have ‘created panic in the
minds of non-Muslim villages’.66

It is true that the presence of the Guards radically altered the nature of
the campaign, and the local League leadership welcomed their entry. The
difficulty arose as soon as the Guards declined to follow the instructions of
the local Muslim League. As they were deputed by the central leadership
of the League, they defended their independence vis à vis the Sylhet
Muslim League. This led to a peculiar situation where the local unit of the
League was completely oblivious of the activities of the Guards compris-
ing members largely from United Provinces. There was hardly any com-
munication, probably because of the language barrier between the
Hindi/Urdu-speaking Guards and the local leadership, which was not con-
versant with either of these languages. As the campaign gained momen-
tum, this resulted in a precarious situation when the local leaders appeared
to have been disgusted with the Guards for having alienated even the
Muslims by projecting them as ‘the only saviour of Muslims’. Not only did
this attitude hurt the feelings of the local Muslim leadership, it also pro-
voked resentment and consternation among the local people, especially in
the Muslim-majority Sylhet Sadar thana, for ‘their arrogant behaviour and
application of violence’67 during the campaign.

The referendum was held on 6 and 7 July. The outcome was favourable
to those demanding the amalgamation of Sylhet with East Bengal. As
Table 6.4 shows, the overwhelming majority supported the League’s claim.

Muslims constituted 60 per cent of Sylhet’s population. As shown in
Table 6.4, of the valid votes cast in the referendum, 239619 (56.6 per cent)
were in favour of Sylhet’s amalgamation with Pakistan and only 184041
(43.4 per cent) of an undivided Assam in India. The result was not
unexpected, as it almost reflected the demographic composition of the dis-
trict’s population. As soon as the referendum was complete, complaints
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regarding irregularities in its conduct began to pour into the offices of both
the Assam Governor and the Viceroy. Jinnah made detailed complaints to
the Viceroy about interference by the Assam ministry, and demanded an
immediate enquiry.68 However, he did not pursue the matter, presumably
because he had indications that ‘the referendum will go in favour of the
League’.69 The most serious allegation was made by Jawaharlal Nehru.
According to him, ‘[r]eports submitted by many statements and other data
indicate that in many interior areas state of lawlessness prevailed and
thousands of Muslim National Guards from outside district prevented
voters from voting. Large number of persons who had died in recent epi-
demics supposed to have voted. No sufficient protection given at most
polling booths in the interior where intimidation rampant’.70 Nehru’s com-
plaint was based on a large number of letters received by the All India
Congress Committee. There were two types of complaints. The first was
about the effort undertaken by the League to stop the genuine voters from
voting by ‘threats and violence’. It was also alleged that ‘in almost all the
centres, a large number of non-voters and unauthorised League members
were allowed’.71 The second type was more specific. For instance, a voter
named Monorama Dasi, of Karimganj, sent a telegram to the AICC office
stating that the European Presiding Officer in the Karimganj Town
Female Centre ‘snatched away the Ballot Papers from their hands and put
them into the Ballot Box marked with Axe against their will’.72

As there were innumerable complaints, a suggestion was made to hold
another referendum. In fact, Nehru in his letter also hinted at this possibil-
ity by saying that ‘[i]f any truth in these complaints, validity of referendum
might be successfully challenged’.73 On Nehru’s request, the Sylhet District
Congress Committee prepared a detailed report to defend the holding of a
fresh referendum as it ‘has been vitiated by Muslim League violence and
grave irregularities which are too many to be catalogued here’. It was not a
free and fair referendum, and ‘the Hindus of Sylhet in all fairness cannot
[therefore] be called to abide by the result of this spurious Referendum’.
The demand was made to hold a fresh referendum ‘which will be the
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Table 6.4 Results of the Sylhet Referendum, 6–7 July 1947

Name of the Total Muslim Total general Votes for east Votes for 
subdivision electorate electorate Bengal remaining

in Assam

Sadar 92268 48863 68381 38871
Karimganj 54002 46221 41262 40536
Habiganj 75274 60252 54543 36952
South Sylhet 38397 41427 31718 33471
Sunamganj 51846 39045 43715 34211

Source: Mansergh et al., Vol. XI, 1982: 155, A. Hydari to Nehru, 14 July 1947.



concern of the people of Sylhet only and no one from outside should be
allowed to complicate the issue’. The ‘injustice’ done to the citizens of
Sylhet and specifically the Hindus ‘ought to be set right by holding a fresh
Referendum’.74

Interestingly, despite serious doubts expressed by both the Congress
leadership and its counterpart in Sylhet, no attempt was made to organise
a protest movement in the district, presumably because ‘no one outside
Sylhet is particularly anxious to retain the district in Assam’.75 The opposi-
tion was confined to writing letters to the Viceroy or Assam Governor.
Even Nehru, who was vocal immediately after the results were declared,
accepted the verdict. To him, ‘it seems clear both from the number of
people who voted and the result of the voting that any irregularities that
took place could not materially affect the result of the referendum’.76 The
outcome of the referendum, though unambiguous, did not ease the suffer-
ing of those suspected to have voted against Sylhet’s amalgamation with
East Bengal. Police reports indicate that ‘the conditions in Sylhet are very
insecure and general intimidation at the behest of the Muslim National
Guard continues’.77 In another report, a reference to the failure of the
police is made by underlining ‘that lawlessness in some interior areas . . .
may cause disaster if it is not immediately controlled. [It was alarming
because] armed bands move about and threaten vengeance on those who
might have voted against joining East Bengal. Most of these people who
move about’, the report highlights, ‘are not residents of Sylhet district but
have come from largely from the United Provinces’.78 The situation did
not appear to have changed radically even after the transfer of power.
Several letters, written mostly by the Hindus not willing to move out of
Sylhet, were addressed to Jawaharlal Nehru explaining the extent to which
they were subject to intimidation and harassment by those who now felt
that ‘it is their Holy duty to evict the Kafirs79 [i.e. Hindus] from Sylhet
[which now was a part of East Pakistan] before it is too late’.80

The administrative preparedness

The report on the preparedness of the administration clearly suggests that
the entire administration was geared to conduct the referendum as
smoothly as possible. Given the involvement of the army, the role of the
Congress-led Assam ministry was merely confined to supporting those
especially deputed by the Viceroy to hold the referendum. It was not
therefore surprising that the Home Minister, Basanta Kumar Das, charac-
terised the referendum as ‘a farce’ and he had reason to be ‘critical of
those, associated with this’.81 Not only did the Congress leadership act ‘in a
partisan way’, the League members also ‘fostered, and in some cases,
started the alarmist rumours, [that] had caused severe disruption in the
conduct of the Referendum’.82 Although the relationship between various
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groups representing various shades of public opinion ‘was far from satis-
factory’,83 with the presence of the army to support the police, the situ-
ation never went beyond control, as the Superintendent of Police
claimed.84

There were 239 voting booths and a minimum of three unarmed consta-
bles were deputed to each of these booths. Hence, a minimum of 717 con-
stables were required, most of which came from the district with the
remainder, brought in from outside. A number of polling booths needed
more unarmed constables, since they were identified as ‘dangerous spots’,
and here, addition to three unarmed constables, one officer and six armed
constables were posted. Since the district force of armed constables was
not adequate to meet the demand, the Assam Rifles and the Rail Force
were also involved.85 Armed police also patrolled in motor trucks on main
roads and in boats in the interior.86 These police patrols were in addition
to patrols performed by the army, and the ‘liaison between the military
and police’ was excellent.87 Not only was the role of the army and police
appreciated; the behaviour of the voters was ‘admirable and restrained
even under the constant bombardment of inflammatory and irresponsible
statements made by their leaders’.88

Although the district police had a significant role, the presence of
troops, as the Referendum Commissioner admitted, ‘effectively prevented
large scale intimidation and disorder and [their] energetic patrolling under
considerable difficulties inspired confidence in the public’.89 In response to
an allegation that he brought a large contingent of army in connivance
with the Assam ministry ‘to terrorise those not supporting the amalgama-
tion of Sylhet with East Bengal’,90 he argued that ‘the number of troops
actually available was small but this fact was less known to the people of
the villages than the fact of their comparatively great mobility and their
determination to strike when necessary’.91 Given the distrust of the
Muslims for the Assam ministry, the army was hailed because it was the
Viceroy (and not the Assam government) that was responsible for its
operation during the referendum.92 Similarly, the Hindus also had reasons
heartily to accept the army because of its capability of controlling the
Muslim National Guard terrorising the Hindu voters, especially in the
interior.93 The presence of the troops almost everywhere in the district
increased, as the Referendum Commissioner claimed, ‘the confidence of
the law abiding citizens who knew if there was any serious breach of law,
army was instantly available. It was even rumoured’, as he further elabo-
rated, ‘that army had at its command troop-carrying aeroplanes ready for
aerial bombardment in case of emergency’.94 Once the referendum was
complete, the army was requested by both the Hindu and Muslim leaders
‘to carry ballot boxes to the counting centres [probably because] mutual
suspicion among local Hindus and Muslims had gone up to such a level
that even police officers belonging to either community was not trusted by

T H E  S Y L H E T  R E F E R E N D U M  A N D  P A R T I T I O N

190



the people of other community’.95 There were reports of intimidation of
the minority by the majority community in some parts of South Sylhet and
Karimganj, but the immediate arrival of the army in the affected areas
helped control the situation.96

As is evident from a contemporary report, ‘there was no doubt that the
Sylhet district was in the grip of the Referendum fever [and] the parties
were carrying out the electioneering tactics’.97 Charges and counter-
charges were made by both the Congress and the Muslim League. It was
clear even before the results were announced that ‘the referendum will
go’, as the Assam Governor reported, ‘in favour of the League’.98 One of
the reasons for League’s success was certainly its involvement in the cam-
paign from the day the plan for referendum was initiated. Not only was the
local unit of the League actively participating in the campaign, the League
High Command had also shown an equal interest in the referendum. It is
true that the League had popularised its demand for Sylhet’s inclusion in
the proposed state of Pakistan, and at the outset the campaign was spear-
headed by those who mattered in the League organisation. However,
within a week of 20 June, when the dates for the referendum were
announced, the campaign acquired a completely different character, espe-
cially in the villages, where Muslims irrespective of class ‘participated in
the processions [demanding] amalgamation of the district with East
Bengal’.99 Amazed by the presence of a large number of ‘the half-fed and
half-clothed villagers’, the bhadralok press in Calcutta attributed this to
the growing importance of Islam in mobilising the Muslims against the
Hindus in Assam’s remote villages.100 Unlike Bengal, where the partition
was forced upon the people once the members of the Bengal Legislative
Assembly had decided by voting,101 Sylhet provided a completely different
model where the decision was final only after it was endorsed by a major-
ity of its population. No doubt there were instances of intimidation by the
League supporters at the behest of the Muslim National Guard that radic-
ally changed the complexion of the campaign by clearly articulating the
demand for Pakistan in essentially religious terms. This had an instant
impact on the villagers who, by deciding to vote for the amalgamation, had
actually supported ‘a religious cause’.102 It is not therefore surprising that
most of the slogans had a clearly religious overtone. Apart from the famil-
iar slogan Alla Ho Akbar, the League organisers also picked up slogans
highlighting the possible atrocities towards the Muslims if Sylhet was not
made a part of East Pakistan. By casting votes in favour of ‘a Muslim
homeland’, Muslims in Sylhet were actually contributing ‘to strengthen the
Islamic fraternity’. Thus the referendum was ‘a golden opportunity’ for
them to prove their solidarity with ‘fellow Muslims elsewhere’.103

If some of these slogans were positive in their articulation, there were
slogans highlighting the consequences of not supporting ‘the Islamic
cause’. The failure to support the amalgamation was sure to invite ‘god’s
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wrath’ in one’s life. Those defending the Hindu claim for keeping Sylhet in
Assam were to be ostracised, as ‘they had no reasons to be with their
Muslim brothers’.104 What was probably most effective was the slogan
threatening ‘social ostracism’. It was effective presumably because of the
environment following the 3 June announcement when Pakistan became a
real possibility. Just like their counterparts in Bengal, Muslims in Sylhet
were emphasising a distinct communal identity linking them with Muslims
elsewhere. Following the decision of partition of Bengal and Punjab, the
notional state of Pakistan suddenly became a reality, providing a separate
homeland for the Muslims.

In popularising the League demand, the role of the Moulvis was
extremely significant. As in the case of Bengal, where Moulvis strength-
ened the League organisation in remote villages, Muolvis were very useful
as soon as the campaign for the referendum began in Sylhet. Not as organ-
ised as their counterparts in Bengal, these individuals participated actively
in mobilising support for the amalgamation. They usually operated at two
levels. At a more organised level, their interaction with the local people
was institutionalised within the well-defined structural limits of mosques.
This had an advantage because, by being associated with the local
mosques, these Moulvis had a stable group of followers who regularly
attended Friday prayers. It was not therefore surprising that, during the
campaign for referendum, the local mosques became the nerve centres of
activity. Friday prayers were invariably extended because the Moulvi,
apart from doing the routine job of interpreting kalmas from Koran, had
also ‘dwelled on the consequences of opposing the amalgamation of Sylhet
with East Pakistan’.105 The other level in which the Moulvis significantly
contributed to the League campaign was not so formalised but was very
effective in reaching out to those who remained peripheral to the entire
campaign. These Moulvis regularly addressed the weekly local hats
[markets], and in their speeches they always equated the vote in favour of
Pakistan with ‘a great service to Islam’.106 On one occasion, as the Deputy
Commisioner of Sylhet noted, ‘the police was asked to disperse the people
in a hat in Maulavi Bazar in the subdivision of South Sylhet since the
meeting continued beyond the dusk’.107 Moulvis were most effective in
remote villages where the administration was either peripheral or absent,
and the League had therefore succeeded in popularising its agenda
without using its workers per se.

As is evident, the League had withdrawn the civil disobedience cam-
paign as Jinnah requested it to do following the announcement of the 3
June plan. Probably because some of the League members felt ‘betrayed’
by this decision, there was clear dissension among its members. The
Muslim League in Sylhet was therefore not as strong as expected before
the campaign took off.108 During the course of the campaign, however, not
only had the League developed an organisation with tentacles even in the
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interiors of the district, it had also succeeded in mobilising voters for
Sylhet’s union with East Pakistan. In some areas of North Sylhet, South
Sylhet and Karimganj, the local units of the League undertook campaigns
to popularise its demand, while in the distant villages what accounted for
its growing strength was ‘the Islamic bond’ that appeared to have united
the Muslims for a cause in opposition to the Hindus. The results were
anticipated. Despite complaints by the Congress, the Referendum Com-
missioner never agreed to review the results, presumably because ‘the
demand was based on a partisan [assessment] of the situation’. He further
added, ‘[i]n view of the fact that large percentage of voters and substantial
majority are in favour of joining East Bengal, it appears clear that any
irregularities and intimidation that may have taken place could not have
affected the result of the referendum’.109

The reports on the polling reveal that, despite flooding, a large
number of voters participated. Even on the first day, 6 July, a large
crowd of voters and spectators ‘assembled at the booths before the doors
were opened’.110 On account of inclement weather, as C. W. Pearson
wrote, ‘there was rush and stampede at the polling stations’. It appeared
that the staff in the polling stations ‘was not able to cope with voters at
sufficient speed’ and the police on duty ‘failed to organise the entry of
voters to the booth’.111 There were reports of violence in South Sylhet
and Karimganj. With the intervention of the army, the situation was
quelled.112 The polling was carried out ‘more smoothly on the second day
(7 July) largely because of the experience gained on the first day’.113 It
was noticeable that, as the Referendum Commissioner noted, ‘a steady
flow of voters was always passing in and out of the Polling compart-
ments’.114 Reports on violence came to the Sylhet Deputy Commissioner,
but the timely intervention by police stopped ‘the miscreants to disturb
the polling’.115 A serious incident was reported in Madhavpur in the
Habiganj subdivision, where the Muslim National Guard ‘obstructed the
Hindu voters from entering the booths’. Even the military failed to
restore order. The booths were shifted to a nearby school that made no
difference and most of the Hindu voters stayed away presumably
because ‘of the panic created by the Muslim National Guard’.116 The
Hindu voters declined even when the army was willing to escort them to
the booth, by saying that ‘who will protect them when the army with-
draws?’.117 Similarly, the military escort for voters at Kurshi in the Habi-
ganj subdivision was refused on the ground that ‘nobody would protect
them when the army went away’.118 It is probable that in some areas
there was either intimidation or fear of intimidation. What is striking,
however, is the large percentage of Hindu voters in the referendum. As
is evident, 78 per cent of the district’s Hindus participated in the polling,
and the scene was more or less uniform throughout Sylhet (see Table
6.5).
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Despite the alleged organised attempts to deter the Hindu voters from
voting, the figures suggest that the effort was not as effective as was appre-
hended. Except in Habiganj, where Muslims constituted a majority, the
proportion of Hindus who registered their votes was noticeable. The low
percentage of Hindu turn-out in Habiganj is likely to be the result of stray
incidents in which Hindus, as reported by the Superintendent of Police,
‘were threatened by the Muslim National Guards of dire consequences’ if
their goal remained unattained.119 The high percentage of Hindu votes is
probably illustrative of ‘one last attempt to support the claim for Sylhet’s
union with Assam’.120 This is remarkable given the lack of interest of the
Congress, presumably because Sylhet was to certain to go to East Pakistan
given the Muslim demographic preponderance in the district. Nonetheless,
the Hindus registered their opposition under adverse circumstances, espe-
cially when the League was present either in an organised way or through
those sympathetic Moulvis who led the campaign in remote areas where
the League was almost absent.

The referendum was conducted when both the League and Congress
were busy in shaping the proposed independent dominions. The adminis-
tration was careful not to be identified with either of the groups represent-
ing rival claims. This is evident in the detailed report of the Referendum
Commissioner, who made an elaborate arrangement to avoid immediate
sources of friction between the principal contenders. According to him,
there were two contentious issues which he had sorted out even before the
actual polling. The first issue concerned the appointment of the Presiding
and Polling Officers. As each polling station needed two Presiding and at
least five Polling Officers, the minimum requirement was 1673 officers to
manage 239 polling booths. It was a serious problem when the number of
officers in Sylhet was far below the requirement and hence, officers were
brought from other districts as well as from the Assam Secretariat in Shil-
long. As far as possible, at least one Muslim officer (either as a Presiding
or Polling officer) was allotted to each booth.

While commenting on the conduct of the administrative staff involved
in polling, the Referendum Commissioner appeared happy with a qualify-
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Table 6.5 Percentage of Hindus voting for remaining in Assam

Subdivision Votes for remaining in Assam (%)

Sylhet Sadar 79.5
Karimganj 87.7
Habiganj 61.3
South Sylhet 80.7
Sunamganj 87.6

Source: IOR, R/3/1/158, The Report by Stock, the Referendum Commissioner, 26 July 1947.



ing note that ‘most of the complaints against their conduct during the ref-
erendum . . . arrived after the voting was over when it was manifestly
impossible to make any kind of enquiry into them’. On one occasion,
Stock visited a particular booth in Sylhet Sadar to find out the validity of a
complaint against a Presiding Officer for compelling the voters to put their
ballot papers in particular boxes. On enquiry, it was found out that the
Officer in question ‘was merely directing the voters to enter the booth
alternatively in order to avoid congestion’.

The second issue that became decisive after the referendum was the
security of the ballot boxes. The police were not trusted by the Muslims
owing to their alleged complicity with the Congress–led Assam ministry.
Therefore the army was employed to transfer the boxes to the Sylhet
Sadar for counting. Every single box, with its seals, including those affixed
by the parties, ‘was subjected by representatives of the parties and a
Gazetted Officer to minute scrutiny on arrival at the counting centre’.

As the result had to be kept secret till announced by the Viceroy, no
representatives of the parties were allowed to witness the counting.121 Two
large rooms in the Deputy Commissioner’s bungalow were specifically
prepared for counting, the boxes marked with an Axe being counted in
one room and those with a Hut in another. There was no access from one
room to another. In each room, the counting agents, selected by the Refer-
endum Commissioner himself from government offices in other districts,
sat in pairs – a Hindu and a Muslim in each pair. Each pair was allotted
the boxes of one station after another, and no fresh station was allotted till
the one being disposed of was finished. All those involved in counting
were under ‘an oath’ not to divulge ‘anything they heard or came to know
in the counting rooms’. To avoid controversy, neither ‘tendered’ nor ‘chal-
lenged’ votes were counted as valid votes. Once the counting was over, the
results were prepared by the Referendum Commissioner himself.122

Assam divided

The results of the referendum were translated in favour of a division of
Sylhet on the basis of its demographic composition. The Muslim-majority
subdivisions were undoubtedly in favour of amalgamation with east Pak-
istan. Despite his misgivings about the outcome of the referendum due to
the reported intimidation of the Muslim National Guard, Nehru accepted
the verdict. As he himself explained, ‘it seems clear both from the number
of people who voted and the result of the voting that any irregularities
took place could not materially affect the result of the referendum’.123 His
only concern was to get the report of the Boundary Commission before 15
August to ascertain that ‘the process of transfer must be a single one after
final determination of the area to be transferred’.124 While demarcating the
boundary, Radcliffe had however confronted a difficult situation. Inspired
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by the results of the referendum, the League presented a memorandum
demanding the inclusion of Goalpara district into Pakistan since ‘it is con-
tiguous to the Muslim majority areas’.125 There was another view, spon-
sored by the Hindu members of the Commission. According to them, the
only districts of Assam that the Commission should consider ‘are those
that in fact adjoin Sylhet and that it is only the contiguous Muslim major-
ity areas of those districts that should go with the Muslim areas of Sylhet
to East Bengal’.126 The choice was, however, very clear to the Chairman.
He found it ‘anomalous’ to transfer those districts to East Bengal that had
no role to play in the referendum and were not also ‘neighbours geograph-
ically’.127 Corroborating Radcliffe’s interpretation of ‘the terms of refer-
ence’ for the setting the boundary, the Viceroy also held the view that
‘only contiguous Muslim majority areas of districts adjoining Sylhet itself
should be transferred to Eastern Bengal’.128

Keeping in mind the poll outcome, he recommended the transfer of the
entire district of Sylhet to east Pakistan129 with the exception of three
thanas of Badarpur (47 square miles), Ratabari (240 square miles),
Patharkandi (277 square miles) and a portion of Karimganj thana (145
square miles). Only these thanas with a total area of 709 square miles and
a population of 23 million were retained in the district of Cachar in Assam.
The Muslims seemed to have accepted the Award zealously, and with its
announcement on 17 August the League organised Pakistan and a victory
procession of ‘at least 15000 people’ that went off peacefully ‘in a spirit of
good will’.130 As a result of the Radcliffe Award, Assam had undergone
radical changes. On the one hand, though Assam’s loss in area was neglig-
ible (only one-eighteenth of its existing area), it had lost nearly one-third
of its population and along with it the vast paddy lands and the tea, lime
and cement industries of Sylhet. On the other hand, Assam’s topographi-
cal distinctiveness had been affected. With the amalgamation of Sylhet
with Pakistan, the major portion of the Surma valley ceased to be part of
Assam. Only a remnant of this old natural division, namely the Cacher dis-
trict as now constituted (including the new truncated subdivision of
Karimganj with thanas of Patharkandi, Ratabari and Badarpur and a
portion of Karimganj thana), remains in the divided Assam.131

Concluding observations

That Assam was split following the 3 June statement is a relatively less
known chapter of India’s recent political history. Unlike Bengal and
Punjab, where the Boundary Commission was primarily guided by the
demographic complexion of the provinces, Sylhet provided an interesting
case where the people themselves decided their fate by voting. Despite
allegations and counter-allegations, the event itself is illustrative of the
significant processes that are crucial in grasping the rise of both India and
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Pakistan as independent nations. What is striking, as the above discussion
shows, is the large-scale participation of both the Hindus and Muslims in
the plebiscite, notwithstanding intimidation, violence or threats of viol-
ence. Even the flood that severely disrupted communications in most of
the interior villages did not significantly affect the voter turn-out in the ref-
erendum. This indicates, inter alia, the extent to which people themselves
were mobilised for their respective causes.

The Sylhet referendum was virtually a vote on the twin issues of the
reorganisation of India on a communal basis and of Assam on a linguistic
basis. As is shown, the Hindus, who had for decades agitated for amalga-
mation with Bengal, voted to remain in Assam, while the Muslims who
had opposed the division of Assam till 1928, supported the partition.
Apart from the religious schism, the ethnic division between the Bengalis
and the Assamese significantly influenced the processes that led to the sep-
aration of Sylhet. Thus it was not surprising when Bardoloi, in his discus-
sion with the Cabinet Mission, expressed his desire to ‘hand over Sylhet to
eastern Bengal’.132 During the referendum, ‘the Congress control was so
correctly exercised that it hardly provided any advantage to the local Con-
gress in its campaign to win the referendum’.133 The Assamese had little
stake in the future of Sylhet, which, as a Congress volunteer reminisced,
‘they had for long been wishing out of the province’. The result of the ref-
erendum therefore provided the Assamese leadership with a grand
opportunity to get rid of Sylhet and to carve out ‘a linguistically more
homogeneous province’.134

The Sylhet referendum also illustrates disjunction between the Con-
gress local leadership and its national counterpart. The Congress appears
to have confined its responsibility in dealing with the referendum in Sylhet
largely to negotiating with the Viceroy and his associates at the highest
level of administration. During the preparation of the referendum, none of
the representatives of either the Congress High Command or the Assam
Provincial Congress Committee visited the area. It is striking that not only
did the League form a Committee of high profile members to guide the
campaign; it also ‘sanctioned adequate funds’ at the behest of Jinnah to
avoid difficulty. Although the Congress was organisationally strong in the
Brahmaputra valley, it was confined to the subdivisionsal towns in the
Surma Valley and the Hills. None of the prominent Congress leaders of
Sylhet was there when the campaign took off. Both the provincial and
national Congress leadership, a Congress volunteer reminisced, ‘remained
silent spectators, as if by design, and acquiesced the separation of
Sylhet’.135 Thus the pattern that emerged in Sylhet seems to have corre-
sponded with what had happened in Bengal, where the Congress main-
tained a strategic silence when the Shyama Prasad Mookherjee-led Hindu
Manasabha spearheaded a movement for partition.136 Requests were made
to the Congress High Command for money and organisational support,
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but to no avail. R. N. Chowdhury, of the district Congress Committee,
thus lamented: ‘Sylhet was sacrificed to fulfil the so-called national goal of
the All India Congress under Jawaharlal Nehru and those of his colleagues
who supported the British to divide India’.137

The Muslim League was also divided. Its campaign suffered initially
due to a split between Bhasani and Saadullah. Despite his support for Pak-
istan, Saadullah was not as enthusiastic in the campaign as before, presum-
ably because of the growing importance of Bhasani as an effective Muslim
leader. Division in the Muslim camp also disturbed Jinnah, who instructed
M. A. Ishapahani to persuade both these League leaders to work together
for ‘a broader goal of Pakistan’.138 Given Bhasani’s popularity among the
Muslim masses, the indifferent Sadullah, who was basically an urban
leader, hardly affected the League’s performance in the campaign. Fur-
thermore, the role of Mahmud Ali, a Sylhet-based Bengali,139 was equally
significant in projecting Bhasani as the leader in the campaign. It would
not be wrong also to suggest that the Sylhet campaign was largely the
brainchild of Bhasani, who, with Jinnah’s support guided the campaign in
accordance with his perception. Apart from the Muslim National Guards
from the United Provinces, most of the League workers were from the
eastern part of Bengal. Bhasani, it was alleged, therefore led ‘a movement
for a separate homeland for the Bengalis and not for Pakistan’.140

With a clear verdict in favour of amalgamation, the task of the Bound-
ary Commission was relatively easier. It was not therefore difficult for
Radcliffe to demarcate the boundaries of the Muslim majority areas of
Sylhet. Neither the Muslim League nor the Congress succeeded in influen-
cing the Radcliffe decision. Once its claim for the whole of Assam had
been rejected by the Commission, the League submitted another memo-
randum demanding the district of Goalpara for Pakistan.141 That was
immediately shelved. Similarly, the Congress insistence on the inclusion of
four thanas of Sylhet – Barlekha, Kulaura, Kamalganj and Srimangal –
since they were Hindu majority areas also did not find favour with the
Commission.142 Even the suggestion of the Assam government regarding
the demarcation of the the boundary following the river belt of Kusiara
was dismissed as soon as it was made.143 The Sylhet leaders were therefore
discouraged when they tried to salvage two Hindu majority thanas of
Ajmiriganj and Sulla ‘through an effective representation to the Boundary
Commission’.144

While demarcating a boundary for Sylhet, Radcliffe was guided solely
by the outcome of the referendum and the terms of reference for the
Boundary Commission. Thus not only did he reject the demand of major
political parties, he also did not pay attention to the suggestion of even his
Indian colleagues in the Commission. Both the Congress and League rep-
resentatives in the Commission felt ‘underutilised’.145 Nothing seemed to
have perturbed Radcliffe, who carried out his duty with the support of the
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Viceroy.146 At the end of the day, it was therefore neither the Congress nor
the League but the colonial administration that remained supreme even as
regards the delimitation of boundaries of the proposed independent states
of India and Pakistan.
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7

HISTORY OF PARTITION OR
PARTITION OF HISTORY?

The fractured and wounded voice of the
people

Partition is a story of re-negotiation or re-ordering. It is a resolution, at
least politically, of ‘a conundrum’ involving Hindus and Muslims in the
presence of ‘a third party’, namely the British. It is also an unfolding of
historical processes into which people were drawn spontaneously or under
compulsion and participated as significant actors in what was also ‘a
history of struggle’ for survival in changed circumstances, following the
construction of a new political identity as Indians or Pakistanis. Independ-
ence came in 1947, but with partition. The single most important event
that interrogated the concept of ‘nation’ was the success of Jinnah in creat-
ing a sovereign Muslim homeland.1 While the idea of an Indian or Pak-
istani nation was largely constructed or imagined, it had acquired
distinctive characteristics in the struggle against imperialism. The imag-
ined nation was influenced by history, memories of the past (both con-
structed and real) and the philosophical inclinations of India as a
socio-cultural identity. This story can be told in two ways. The first is by
focusing on institutional politics to map the unfolding of the events and
processes that finally led to partition by linking the various levels of poli-
tics over a historical period. Undoubtedly significant, the importance of
institutional politics, both in its ‘high’ and ‘low’ forms, may appear teleo-
logical unless linked with what had fashioned its articulation in a particular
way. In other words, a critical engagement with the British political design
to pursue the imperial goal is one of the ways of dealing with the outcome
with reference to both its immediate and its ultimate background. The
other interesting way is to capture the multiple ‘voices’ of those who were
directly or peripherally affected following the sudden changes in the polit-
ical map of India, some of them were passive but interested observers.
Some represented the elite, but most were, argues Mushirul Hasan, ‘ordin-
ary folks whose fortunes and destinies were changed without taking into
account their feelings and interests’. They spoke ‘in different voices’,
expressed ‘varying concern’ and chose ‘separate and distinct points of
identification’.2

With the demarcation of boundaries, for those who had been uprooted
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the geographical space became a part of memory overnight. Partition was
therefore a nodal point underlining a massive shift in conceptualising ‘the
self’ and ‘the collectivity’ in relation to the politically demarcated bound-
aries. How is it possible to capture the ‘shift’, which was partly obvious
given the changed complexion of the nation that had been transforming,
ever since the articulation of Hindu–Muslim differences, to advance a
political goal? Here, the creative writings of this phase are most crucial in
capturing and meaningfully explaining the multifaceted voice of the
people.

The immediate circumstances were a new social landscape in which
communities were redefined in consonance with the political goals of the
new states. Those who suffered in consequence were ‘ordinary folks’ who
hardly had roles in the realm of ‘high’ politics. What figured prominently
in the literary construction of the event was the break-up of an organic
society and the resultant dislocation causing numerous cracks in both
intra- and inter-communal relationships.3 Critical in these narratives was
not so much of the event of partition, but ‘the impingement of its con-
sequences on the consciousness of the individual – a defining moment that
forces him/her to realize the pastness of the past and the presence of the
here and now’.4 The individual was torn between the lost past and an
uncertain future, finding him- or herself rootless and homeless, a refugee
‘who has to strive to relocate his/her identity in a radically different
present, which, paradoxically enough, is shaped, influenced and condi-
tioned by the very past which is irrecoverable’.5

There is no doubt that in articulating the history of partition, these
voices are very important. Their recovery is not, however, unproblematic
because (1) there are multiple voices, and (2) they are represented by the
authors who interrogated partition from where they were located. In other
words, the importance of the perspective is what invariably structured
their sensibility and consequently the approach. What is critically impera-
tive is to underline that the experiences of the creative authors are, after
all, their representations, selectively highlighted by their concerns and
priorities. The memory or the experience that inform them is a significant
input while articulating the voice of the people that may not always corres-
pond with the pattern elsewhere.6

This chapter selectively draws upon creative writings, primarily from
Bengal, to map out the people’s voice. There are two concern: first, since
history written from archival sources is generally tilted in favour of the
‘official’ voice, the other side of the story, representing different political
discourses where people figured prominently, remains peripheral, if not
completely bypassed. Secondly, an attempt is made here not to place these
voices against the ‘conventional’ and factual history of partition, but rather
alongside existing history. In other words, the articulation of the people’s
voice is complementary to and not contradictory with what has been
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incorporated in the official records and documents.7 Underlying different
voices lies a common note that informs nearly all the stories, novel and
poems written about partition and its trauma. A note of utter bewilder-
ment seems to be the basic theme that runs through these writings. Parti-
tion radically altered human life on both sides of the border, and ‘the
memories of their collective rites and traditions, stories and songs, names
of birds and trees were permanently tinged with the acrid smell of ash,
smoke and blood’.8

Hindu–Muslim quotidian life

The impact of partition was enormous in Bengal because not only was it
politically divided; the province also witnessed a completely different kind
of tension, nurtured and aggravated by communal differences. This is not
to suggest that Hindu–Muslim chasm was articulated only during and after
partition. In the quotidian life, as the contemporary literature illustrates,
Hindu–Muslim separation was articulated simultaneously by highlighting
the humanitarian dimensions that figured prominently in interactions
involving the Hindus and Muslims. This may not be found in the charac-
ters Bankim Chandra Chatterjee created when constructing a Hindu
nation in opposition to the Muslim rule. Since the ‘old’ Hindu had suffered
from the absence of a combination of physical prowess and desire for self-
rule, the ‘new’ Hindu, argues Tanika Sarkar, ‘will only have arrived when
he proves himself in a final battle that will overwhelmingly establish his
superiority over the Muslims who had in the past always defeated the
Hindus’.9 While Bankim had a goal for which a strong Hindu appeared to
be the most important requirement, Rabindranath Tagore brought out the
egalitarian principles of Islam in contrast with the constraint and injustices
inherent in the caste system. In a short story, The Tale of a Muslim
Woman,10 Tagore narrated the plight of Kamala, who had no alternative
but to take shelter in a Muslim home when she was left behind by her
husband and others during her journey to her in-laws house immediately
after her wedding. Kamala here is a representative character articulating
the agonies of those women who lost their parents and had to impose on
relatives for survival. She had to agree to marry the son of a businessman
who was ‘a womanizer, involved in falcon-flying, gambling and bulbul
fights’. On their way, ‘the robber’, Madhumuller, and his gang attacked the
marriage party. Left by her new-found relatives, Kamala was rescued by
Habir Khan, the local Muslim, who was widely respected. Khan brought
her home. While describing Khan’s house, Tagore brought out those fea-
tures that are reflective of Hindu–Muslim composite culture, but had been
forgotten due to the unfolding of peculiar circumstances nurtured and
created by ‘people’ with narrow socio-political goals. That Kamala was
surprised ‘to find a Shiva temple equipped with all the paraphernalia for
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performing Hindu rituals’ is not perplexing. Once Kamala expressed the
desire to go back home, her decision was carried forward by Habir Khan
with a cautionary note that she was ‘not to be taken back home, and will
be dumped on the road’ simply because she had lived in a Muslim house-
hold. This came true and Kamala was hounded out of her old home,
underlining that it was impossible for them to take her back because ‘a
fallen woman’ who spent nights with Muslims had no place in ‘a ritualistic
pure caste society’. Kamala returned and arrangements were made for her
to live like a Hindu along with Habir Khan’s other children. Later in the
story, Kamala converted to Islam to marry Habir Khan’s younger son,
whom she loved. She was now Meherjan, who became an integral part of
Khan’s household. Tagore concluded the story by re-enacting the incident
in which a daughter of Kamala’s uncle was involved. This time Meherjan
rescued her cousin from the Madhumullar gang when the wedding party
was attacked. ‘Have no fear, sister’, stated Meherjan. ‘You’ll be protected
by one [Habir Khan] who does not make any distinction between reli-
gions’. She also made sure that nobody touched her cousin so as to avoid
the plight she had suffered following her compulsion to live in Khan’s
family immediately after she was deserted by those who had accompanied
her during the journey for her ‘new home’.

As the story suggests, Tagore challenged the stereotypical image of
Muslims. For him, Habir Khan is the epitome of a composite culture
where boundaries between the communities were created and therefore
unreal. The voice which the poet sought to create was neither Hindu nor
Muslim but humane – a voice that was crippled by those swayed by narrow
considerations of caste, clan or religion. That Kamala became Meherjan
also indicates the difficulty of an inter-communal marriage without con-
version. Overall, this 1941 story, informed by Tagore’s own concern for
Hindu–Muslim amity, is a significant comment on Bengal’s socio-cultural
profile at a time when narrow religious considerations were continuously
highlighted to advance the interests of one community at the cost of
others.

The other example drawn upon here to capture the neglected voice
of history is Mahesh,11 a short story written by Saratchandra Chattapad-
hyay, which depicts the extent of deprivation of the landless peasant in
Bengal. Gafoor in Mahesh could have been a Hindu or a Muslim. For
those who flourished by exploiting the landless peasant, whether the
peasant was a Hindu or a Muslim hardly mattered. Mahesh is a
comment on the inter-communal relations in Bengal, woven around the
day-to-day life of Gafoor, a Muslim weaver who lost his livelihood as
weaving was mechanised. He lived with his daughter, Amina, and
Mahesh, a bull that grew up in the family despite severe poverty. Apart
from the social distance between the Hindus and Muslims, reflected in
the behaviour of the character, Tarkaratna, the village priest, the under-
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lying theme of the story revolves around the author’s indictment of the
Hindu priest-zamindar combination in rural Bengal that thrived by
exploiting the rural poor, irrespective of religion. Gafoor was constantly
abused and taunted by Tarkaratna for having christened a bull Mahesh,
another name of the Hindu pantheon god Shiva. Tarkaratna also found
Gafoor at fault when he tied Mahesh to an old Acacia tree to prevent
him from grazing in another’s field. Just like the other family members,
Mahesh was starving to death. One day he had ‘broken loose from the
tether and strayed into the zamindar’s garden trampling the flowers.
Then Mahesh had spoiled the rice left to dry in the sun and when tried
to catch him he had pushed the landlord’s youngest daughter and
escaped’. Gafoor was called and badly humiliated by the zamindar.
Gafoor went completely ‘out of his mind and seizing the ploughshare
that lay close by struck Mahesh violently on his bent head. . . . His whole
body shook twice and then, stretching his hind legs as far as they went,
Mahesh breathed his last’. The story comes to end with Gafoor leaving
the village, along with Amina, in the darkness of the night to work in
the jute factory in Fulbere, where he had declined to work because
‘there was no religion, no honour and no privacy for women’. Although
Gafoor had no complaints about his misery, he implored Allah to
punish those ‘who robbed Mahesh of the grass and the water that are
your gifts to all creatures’.

Set in twentieth-century Bengal, these stories are clearly indicative of
the milieu in which Hindu–Muslim relations were constructed. Under-
lying these stories lies a common theme that binds the exploiter and the
exploited in a common frame, regardless of whether they are Hindus or
Muslims. What is significant in these two stories is the fact that since
Hindu and Muslims were differently placed in socio-cultural terms, it was
easier for those with selfish motives to exploit the inter-communal
differences to their benefit. Challenging the stereotypical description of
Hindu–Muslim relations, Mahesh and The Tale of a Muslim Woman are
illustrative of the multiple voices of people bound together by a reality
where caste and religious prejudices determined inter-communal rela-
tions.

Woven around a four-poster bed, Narendra Nath Mitra’s Palanka (The
Four Poster)12 is a powerful portrayal of Hindu–Muslim quotidian life in
east Pakistan immediately after partition. What is emphasised here is the
human bond that held the communities together even when most of the
Hindus left for west Bengal. There was also a noticeable behavioural
change among the Muslims, who realised how vulnerable the Hindus were
in the changed circumstances. Once Rajmohan was heckled by the
Muslims when he demanded that Makbul should return the bed since he
had not paid enough, the local Hindus persuaded him not to pursue the
matter because ‘these Moslems are all one’:
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They have their secret support, or how could Makbul have the
cheek to defy [Hindus]? You have to swallow it, there is no other
way. The times are not good. You have lost a single bed. So many
have given away their houses and lands practically for nothing.
What does it matter really? . . . You are not going to die for the
loss of that bed.

Rajmohan seemed persuaded because ‘it was now Pakistan and it would
serve no purpose except to infuriate the big guns of the Moslem commun-
ity’. Hindus had lost their pre-eminence and the fate of the poor Muslims
did not change either. Hence Fatima, Makbul’s wife, failed to understand
why in ‘Pakistan with a government of the Moslems’, Muslims should
starve. In response, Makbul articulates a powerful of history by saying that
‘the poor like us have no Pakistan or Hindustan. The grave is the only
place we have any right to claim’.

So far, the story has been woven around a familiar voice of the
communities, which were socio-culturally demarcated. What finally tri-
umphed was the human bond that matured and crystallised by being
together even in circumstances when inter-communal relations were not at
their best. When Makbul agreed to part with the bed for mere survival, he
asked Rajmohan to take it back before it was resold. Rajmohan declined
after having seen the children sleeping peacefully on the bed. For him, ‘the
bed was, [so far], just an empty pedestal. Today [he saw his] Radha and
Govinda on it. My god has returned’, he exclaimed. What is most reveal-
ing is the fact that despite fractured voices – perhaps a product of the
prevalent socio-cultural differences, highlighted conveniently to further
separate the communities – the human bond continued to tie the Hindus
and Muslims together even when the political map of the subcontinent had
changed.

The pangs of separation

The partition stories are more direct, depicting the agony and pain of
those who underwent the trauma for no fault of their own. Based on their
experiences of the trauma of the period, the creative writers have brought
out the critical voice of the people who had to suffer simply because of the
accident of birth by which they were identified as belonging to one particu-
lar religion. A new nation was born; antagonistic communities were con-
structed and justified by the exclusionist interpretation of Hinduism or
Islam. The outcome was the suffering of human beings classified as Hindus
and Muslims. Samaresh Basu’s Adab13 is a powerful portrayal of the agony
that human beings undergo – whether Hindus or Muslims – when caught
in a riot. In Adab, a Hindu weaver and a Muslim boatman meet not as
deadly enemies, but as neighbours in suffering. The poor Muslim sees the
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poor Hindu as a friend, fleeing a common enemy – the riot. Set in the riot-
torn Dakha, while escaping police firing, a Hindu worker takes shelter in a
dustbin where a Muslim boatman is also hiding for safety. What comes
through their conversation is a clear note of how ‘the ordinary folks’
endured the trauma as and when riots struck. ‘I don’t understand all this’,
remarks the boatman. He makes this point sharply when he further men-
tions:

I am only asking as what will come about from so much killing.
Some men from your side will die and some from mine. How will
the country gain?. You might die or I, our wives and kids will have
to beg. . . . Who think of us? Amidst all this rioting how will I earn
who will give me food? Will I get my boat back? We are not
human beings. We are like vicious dogs.

What is remarkable here is the articulation of a powerful human voice that
surpassed the artificially created divisions along religion. Not only did the
boatman and the weaver lose their sources of livelihood; they also became
the victims of circumstances that never discriminated people according to
their religion. In the story, the boatman, identified by the police as ‘a
dacoit’ is shot dead because he runs away when asked to stop. Evoking the
sufferings of the innocent, the story articulates a common theme under-
lying the experiences of people in similar circumstances where religion or
community emblem hardly mattered.

Salil Choudhary’s The Dressing Table14 is a short story based on four
letters written by Rahim to his wife, Amina of Howrah, when the former
went to Khulna after partition in search of a job there. The letters were
located in a dressing table by Nanda, for whom this was bought by her
husband. Replete with references to Hindu–Muslim tensions in Khulana,
Rahim was, however, confident that ‘these days cannot last long. We must
have faith in our hearts and continue to hope that one day humanity will
win’.15 He failed to understand when Amal, a college teacher in Khulna,
decided to leave because Khulna belonged to Pakistan and it ceased to be
his country. The incident that appeared to have led to Hindu–Muslim skir-
mishes involved primarily ‘scheduled caste farmers and fisherman, united
to fight the injustice and brutality of the Muslim zamindars’. The police
came to arrest the ‘leaders of the rebellious villagers – one of whom was a
Hindu and the other Muslim’. With the villagers’ refusal to handover the
leaders, the police left but resorted to setting fire to several houses in the
village. Taking advantage of the situation, a few goondas in the town
looted and burnt the shops owned by the Hindus whilst shouting slogans
like ‘throw the Hindus out’. Not only was this incident presented in the
local newspapers in a distorted form; it was also reported that ‘not a single
Muslim has been left alive in Calcutta’. More and more people, wrote
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Rahim, ‘are becoming suspicious of each other, losing faith in each other’s
integrity. . . . People seem to have lost even the last drop of humanity. Bes-
tiality, in its most terrifying form, has been unleashed upon the town’.

In the first part of The Dressing Table, the author brings out the agony
of those poor Hindus who had no option but to stay in what later became
Pakistan. Once the story shifted to Ujanipura, Howrah, the scene was no
different. Poor Muslims, including Rahim’s family, were burnt to death in
a brutal way. In the words of the author, ‘one day, at midnight, the house
was locked from outside and set on fire. There was a lot of firing, bullets
were flying all around and it was impossible to step outside’. Amina,
Rahim’s wife, was presumed dead. This is one level of human agony, when
those who failed to comprehend the sudden changes in their identity
following partition experienced the highest form of brutality, including
death. The other form was articulated by those who became udvastu
[uprooted from home] or sharanarthi [shelter-seekers] as soon as the drive
to identify the aliens began.16 Muslims poured into Dhaka as they appre-
hended trouble in Calcutta, while Hindus came in groups to Calcutta,
leaving their homes in east Bengal. In a dilapidated house, the author
describes, ‘there were at least twenty people inside. Some of them were
sitting with their babies, and some lay on the floor. The conditions of the
women seemed to be worse than that of the building. They were refugees
from East Bengal’. Thus partition was a story of displacement of those
people who neither articulated its form nor contributed to its devastating
nature and yet became its innocent victims.

This theme is brought more sharply into focus by Homen Borgohain in
his In Search of Ismail Sheikh.17 The story, woven around the search of a
character called Ismail, narrates the plight of the refugees who were
evicted from east Bengal by force. The first part of the story is a graphic
illustration of how a Brahmin father and his daughter lost everything,
including their dignity, once they had arrived in Calcutta as refugees. The
father became a destitute in Sealdah railway station, eating left-over food,
while his daughter ‘descended from the sacred height of a Brahmin’s
house to the depth of a prostitute’s room’. Why did they leave east
Bengal? ‘It is because of the Muslim goondas who ruined our life. It is
because of them that the daughter of a scholarly Brahmin is a prostitute’.
So bitter was the woman that even a Muslim name rattled her as she
herself was brutally tortured by the Muslim goondas. The second part of
the story revolves around Ismail Sheikh, a Muslim immigrant who left east
Bengal in search of a better opportunity in Assam. He came to Assam
with the hope that he would own land as he heard of ‘millions of acres of
land lying fallow’. He was soon disillusioned and became virtually a slave
of the landowners. Later, he ‘set up settlements in the dense Assam forests
where life was a constant struggle with nature’. In the course of time,
Brahmaputra, the mighty Assam river, swallowed the settlement which
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Ismail and his ‘comrades’ had built up by hard physical labour. They
applied for land to the government but were refused, and hence they
encroached upon the government land for sheer survival. In order to
reclaim the land, the government ordered that the huts be pulled down by
elephants. In the process Ismail lost two of his children, who could not
move out of the hut as they were ill with smallpox.

The story has a very poignant end, with a message that illustrates a
particular phase of history. The victims – whether of partition or poverty –
have no nationalities. The tears shed out of pain and suffering have no
religion. They are neither Hindu nor Muslim. Similarly, the colour of
blood is red – whether the victim is a Hindu or a Muslim. Whether in
Dhaka or in Delhi, the colour remains unchanged. What comes out of this
story is a familiar theme of human suffering in a different location. How is
it possible? ‘It is a conspiracy of history’, the author argues, ‘in which a
handful of landlords and capitalists play crucial roles in fomenting com-
munal frenzy or dividing people in religious terms simply to sustain the
rule of the few’. The Muslims in east Bengal, as the story concludes,
‘stained their hands with Hindu blood in the name of religion. The fact is
that the leaders had made them drunk on the wine of religion. If not dead-
drunk, how could one rape a woman about to give birth to a baby’?

The silent majority continue to suffer. In a metaphorical way, Jayanta
De, in The Pendulum,18 links the pangs of partition with the agony of the
people who had confronted the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992. In
the name of respecting a faith, innocent people suffered in an event which
they had neither desired, nor had they contributed to its articulation. In
the form of a dialogue between a father and his son, the story brings out
the pernicious impact of these political actions on those who simply
become the victims of circumstances – whether of partition or the Babri
Masjid demolition. During the 1946 partition riots, Calcutta saw the peak
of communal frenzy and Hindus and Muslims were placed as adversaries.
‘We also decided’, as the story continues, that ‘for every Hindu killed we
shall kill ten Muslims’. What had provoked the Hindus was the desire to
retaliate against the Muslim leadership for having created a situation in
which Hindus and Muslims simply became enemies. This is also a story
showing the emergence of the Hindus as a bloc despite obvious internal
schisms. Under those circumstances, the Hindu voice was amazingly singu-
lar. What brought them together against the Muslims was the slogan
Bande Mataram, apart from the ‘vengeance for the killing of Hindus’.
Decades have passed and The Pendulum continues to swing in the same
way, probably to indicate that inter-communal communication has not
improved to the extent expected. In 1946 it was partition and in 1992 it
was the Babri Masjid demolition that substantiate the point beyond doubt
that Hindus and Muslims continue to emerge as adversaries even after
several years of experience of democratic values.
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The White Horse19 is an absorbing story of how a horse became a victim
in the bloodbath of the 1946 Calcutta riots. This is not merely a story of an
animal; through the symbolical representation of a horse, Ramesh
Chandra Sen wove the feelings of those who simply became victims in an
environment which was not their creation. Who suffered most? The inno-
cent people – both Hindus and Muslims – bore the brunt of the political
decisions, taken by the leaders without taking their views into account.
The white horse is perhaps a symbol bringing together the people from
both the communities. When alive, the white animal ‘brings a fresh whiff
of life into the riot torn locality. The boys are totally absorbed in the
horse. The small ones are delighted at its sight. The bigger ones come
close and caress its body’. When dead, Shorab, the horse, brought Hindus
and Muslims together to ponder as to who caused his death. Was the
soldier who fired responsible, or the crowd who provoked the army to
resort to firing, or the coachman who allowed Shorab to move freely? The
alternatives were many, but the answer remained unclear.

There are two clear voices in this story. The one that is quite familiar
delves into the stereotypical description of Hindus and Muslims who were
at loggerheads due to religious schism. Thus the riot was inevitable as the
culmination of Hindu–Muslim animosity. This was evident when the
crowd was insistent in killing the Muslim coachman, who came to a Hindu
locality in search of Shorab, as vengeance for the brutal murder of Hindus
in Metiabruz. Opposed to this was the other critical voice, which spoke in
a language without rancour. When a number of people advanced from the
crowd to kill the coachman, Jamuna, Nontey, Habul and other boys made
cordon round the old man to resist the attackers though ‘the old man does
not seem to find reassurance in the hundreds of cruel eyes turned in his
direction’. What made them protect the coachman was the concern for
humanity, which became the first casualty in communal frenzy. Articulat-
ing both the mutually exclusive voices, The White Horse also reiterates the
difficulty in conceptualising partition as the inevitable, and possibly the
best, outcome of circumstances when Hindus and Muslims became
permanent adversaries.

The boundary confusion

Two new nation states were born and the boundaries demarcated in just
seven weeks. Those affected – Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs – had no idea of
the national borders, yet they were the ones drawn into the new nation
with completely different labels of identification. Some became Indians
and some became Pakistanis – new labels of identity which they neither
created nor easily accepted. There were uncertainties, and no one seemed
to know the fate of the place in which they were located. As the novelist
Bapsi Sidhwa graphically illustrates in The Pakistani Bride:
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Hysteria mounted when the fertile, hot lands of Punjab were sud-
denly ripped into two territories – Hindu and Muslim, India and
Pakistan. Until the last moment on one was sure how the land
would be divided. Lahore, which everyone expected to go to India
because so many wealthy Hindus lived in it, went instead to
Pakistan. Jullundur, a Sikh stronghold, was allocated to India.20

This is probably the most apt description of how the ‘the shadow lines’, to
borrow the espression from the novelist, Amitav Ghosh, were contextu-
alised in the contemporary articulation. People simply failed to compre-
hend the implications of the Radcliffe exercise for them. Totally unaware
of the plan, they expressed shock and utter bewilderment at the way
boundaries were drawn separating people on both sides who had a long
history of cultural and social contact. This was most vividly expressed in
Satinath Bhaduri’s The Champion of the People.21 Located in Aruakhoa, a
small village situated between districts of Purnea and Dinajpur, the story
clearly brings out the predicament of those who did not know whether this
village belonged to Pakistan or India. The village had a mixed population
of Hindus and Muslims and was affected by the 1946 Calcutta and
Noakhali riots. Within a year, the scars had healed and ‘the compulsion of
habit and livelihood once again pulled their patchwork lives together’.
This was the context when the Boundary Commission was involved in the
demarcation of boundaries.

The story is told through a character called Munimji, the local agent of
Johurlal Dokania, who owned the Sudhani depot. The story began with
Munimji’s disclosure that Dinajpur and Malda had already become part of
Pakistan. The information spread like wildfire, and people gathered in the
market to collect as much rice as possible to survive at this hour of crisis.
In view of sudden demand, Saoji, the local trader, immediately raised the
price to take advantage of the distress of the local people despite protests
from Haji Sahib, who seemed to have lost the moral authority which he
had held just a week previous to Munimj’s revelation:

The panic in the air could make even the strongest of minds
unsure of himself. The narrow eyes of the Rajbanshis, the local
dwellers, dilate with terror. Now, Arukhoa wears a changed look.
It used to host a market only once a week; now there is miserable
crowd of terrified men and women at all hours of the day and
night. Cart after cart trundles across the bridge from the direction
of Sripur, another village nearby. Droves of women, children,
cattle and goats come on foot. Even a little boy carries a pile of
pots and pans on his head. A man struck by kala-zar staggers
along, gasping for air, a cat held in his scraggy arms. An asthmatic
crone goes wheezing past, about to cough up her life, it seems, in
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her desperation to escape Pakistan. All this time the world of
these people was small. Today, however, some of them will move
like hunted deer to an uncertain address, after a brief halt at the
market place.22

Located in two independent nations, India and Pakistan, the people celeb-
rated Independence Day on 15 August with great enthusiasm. The bridge
separating Aruakhoa and Sripur had suddenly become ‘unreal’, apart from
its importance in dividing two nations. This was a poignant moment for
those who left Sripur to escape Pakistan. To Darpan Singh of Sripur, the
bridge was not merely a physical link between India and Pakistan, it was
also ‘the only link between his soul and body’. ‘It was because of the
bridge that he could escape in time; he might go back to his own country,
God willing. Or, is it the will of the [Radcliffe] Commission? Could the
Commission be mightier than God’, he exclaims.23

What radically altered the somber scene was Munimji’s announcement
that the Commission incorporated the district of Malda, including Sripur
in Hindustan. It electrified the atmosphere. Darpan Singh, who left his
estate in Sripur, ‘flings his arms round the Munim’. His father ‘bows low to
God and the Commission’, happy now because ‘he will be cremated in the
land of Hindus’. Pora Gossain, the religious man, had reasons to curse
God since the Titlia thana of Jalpaiguri, where he lived, was included in
Pakistan. ‘Oh God, did you have to do this? Now I am going to be buried
when I die. The Mussalmans won’t even let me go to the temple’. Like the
Hindus who were forced to leave home because they were reported to
have been integrated into Pakistan, Muslims also were relieved when
Haripur and Mirpur were included in Pakistan. The experience of those
Muslims who stayed back in Mirpur is illustrative here. On hearing that
Mirpur was in Pakistan, ‘Achhimaddi starts to cry. We were running
towards Haripur. Mirpur has been Hindustan for the last two days. The
Hindus say [that] they will be forced to pray facing east, that they won’t let
us kill chicken. So, we cleared out everything behind’.

The voice that comes out is unambiguous. Hindus were scared because
of the possible Muslim atrocities once the Muslim administration took
over, while their Muslim counterparts also apprehended difficulty in areas
brought under Hindustan. The contrasting examples also demonstrate the
extent to which the stereotypical Hindu–Muslim perception governed
the expression of those affected. What had upset the Hindus most was the
possibility that they would be buried not cremated, while to the Muslims it
was most un-Islamic if they were forced to pray facing east. The impact of
the Commission verdict was therefore well anticipated. Here the boundary
between the communities seemed to be clear and not fuzzy, as was the
case elsewhere in Bengal, presumably due to the 1946 riot that affected
the inter-communal socio-cultural contact adversely. Muslims were scared
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because the 1946 Bihar riots had shown the ugly face of Hindu communal-
ism while the Hindus apprehended Muslim revenge once partition for-
mally recognised a Muslim state.

People suffered, as the story clearly shows. Who had gained? The rural
elite – whether Hindus or Muslims – took full advantage of the confusion
created by Munim himself when he informed the villagers of the eventual
contour of the area. Saoji raised the price of rice once villagers appre-
hended a crisis following the reported verdict of the Commission.
Munimji, of the local elite, made money by re-selling national flags of
India and Pakistan to both the Muslims and Hindus – that was made pos-
sible due to the uncertainty, in which he had a role, regarding the status of
these villages. As Satinath Bhaduri eloquently puts it:

The Pakistani flags he had sold are handed back to him. Tomor-
row, these need to be taken to Titlia, Munimji tells himself. . . .
These flags will have to be sold there, and the Hindustani flags
taken back. The same goods are to be sold twice. He tries to
reckon what his profits will add up to. The Commission has given
a lot to some people; from others, it has taken a great deal. But it
has not failed him; he has extracted his fair share from its verdict.
He got the Commission right; there was no mistake.24

While Satinath Bhaduri illustrated the complexity of life both the
communities confronted due to uncertainty over the verdict of the Bound-
ary Commission, Jibananda Das, in a 1948 novel Jalpaihati,25 dwells on the
Hindus’ predicament since the fate of Jalpaihati was not decided yet.26 The
principal characters are Nishith, a professor of English in a local college,
and his son Harit, who is inclined toward communism. Nishith came to
Calcutta in search of a job in a college that was opened by Joynath, a rich
man who made money by providing admission to the students from east
Bengal who thronged the city apprehending massive Muslim retaliation
after partition. Harit’s purpose was different. ‘Although nation is free, its
true freedom requires a major revolution indeed’, Harit felt. Both Nishith
and Harit were disillusioned because neither was Nishith absorbed in the
college, and nor did Harit meet anybody in Calcutta to appreciate his rev-
olutionary zeal. They were in a limbo. ‘They can’t go back to Jalpaihati
because as Hindus they would hardly be welcomed there’. Although they
realised that Jalpaihati was a better alternative, the uncertainty that pre-
vailed over the village pushed them to decide otherwise. Calcutta was
equally distressing. ‘There are no houses, no jobs or food in Calcutta.
Death certainly lies waiting – yet like deformed children they came, only
to fall flat on their faces in the alleys, corners and footpaths of this un-
welcoming city’.

Once the story shifted back to Jalpaihati, the scene was familiar. Hindus
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were leaving the village despite the request of the Congress leader, Abani
Khastagir, not to desert in panic. What disturbed the Hindu sensibilities
most adversely was the free movement of the Muslims in Hindu house-
holds, asking for bidis and seeking matrimonial alliance with the Hindus.
Hitherto unseen, this dimension of the emergence of Muslims as equals in
social interactions was probably the most serious socio-cultural affront to
the Hindus. It is this attack on the Hindus and the reversal of rituals of
deference that ‘becomes the moment of realization of the inevitability of
migration for the bhadralok families’.27

Both The Champion of the People and Jalpaihati have one common
voice, the voice of the deeply hurt Hindus. Apprehending that he was not
be cremated on his death, Pora Gossain of Titlia was terribly upset once
he was told that it was included in Pakistan. This was a serious affront to a
Hindu, for whom ‘cremation was the only way of relief from the mundane
human existence’. Similarly, the free access of Muslims to a Hindu house-
hold and their expressed desire to marry Hindu girls in Jalpaihati were
equally disturbing to the Hindus, who preferred migration to Calcutta to
avoid their imminent cultural degradation. Despite hardships in a new city,
which was not at all friendly, the option of going back to their home was
never suggested even once by Nishith or Harit. They confronted the
present as unavoidable for a new beginning in the near future.

As in the novels and short stories, the predicament of the refugees con-
stitutes an important theme in contemporary Bengali plays.28 Of these
plays, Salil Sen’s Natun Ehudi (The New Jews), published in 1950, is prob-
ably most subtle in elaborating the text of partition and the sub-text that
followed in the aftermath of the division of Bengal. The play is about a
refugee family who became the quintessential outsiders in Bengal, just like
the Jews, in what traditionally belonged to them. This is also an extensive
comment on the city of Calcutta, which continued to remain alien to this
family from east Pakistan. Manmohan Bhattarchya, a Sanskrit teacher in a
village school, lost his job once the Muslim-dominated School Committee
declined to continue with certain practices that were evidently Hindu.
Sanskrit was first target since it was ‘a sacred language’ of the Hindus. The
playwright has brought out the historical context, because the Muslim
ministry undertook specific steps to increase Muslim members in various
school boards to purge schools of Hindu influences. In order to tune the
school curriculum to Islamic teachings, the syllabi were radically altered as
well.

Partition made the teacher’s decision to migrate to Calcutta easier.
Manmohan obtained some money by selling his house. Along with his wife
and three children, He spent several days in Sealdah station. He was
hopeful that the city, his new home, would provide an appropriate source
of livelihood in no time. He was soon disillusioned. For sheer survival,
Manmohan accepted the offer to serve as an assistant to the cook in
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marriage feasts. This was most degrading for a Hindu bhadralok, who also
felt humiliated by the day-to-day insolent behaviour of the employer.
Manmohan failed to thrive and soon died after a brief illness. Dukhia, his
son, involved in petty criminal activities after Manmohan’s demise, was
killed in a road accident, and his daughter, Pari, was lured into prostitu-
tion. That was the end of the family that remained alien in the city due to
unfolding of historical circumstances which they had neither created nor
had any role in designing.

Concentrating on the agony of the refugees, metaphorically called
Nutun Ehudi, the play captures one particular voice – the voice of the
refugees. It is therefore a commentary on the sub-text of partition,
dwelling on how refugees confronted their new status and at what cost.
Interestingly, the basic theme – the plight of the refugees – that runs
through the play is in clear correspondence with that of In Search of Ismail
Sheikh, though this revolved around the Bengali immigrants in Assam.
Sharing the same profession, teaching Sanskrit in village school, Anan-
dacharan Mukhopadhyay in the latter and Manmohan Bhattacharya in the
former had to accept jobs not befitting their caste and class status. Inter-
estingly, their daughters suffered the same fate; both of them were forced
into the flesh trade. The voice in both these creative works is subtle. In the
story of Ismail Sheikh, the daughter of Anandamohan attributed her
becoming a prostitute to the Muslims who forced her family out of their
home during the partition riot, while Pari, Manmohan’s daughter, had to
accept prostitution as a profession just for sheer survival in Calcutta. Jux-
taposed with the plight of Ismail Sheikh, Homen Borgohain, the author
brought out most significant voice of history, namely, these families suf-
fered and were wiped out not because of Partition but because of ‘a con-
spiracy of history’ that was articulated in different forms, and partition is
one of them. Ismail Sheikh was unable to save his family, including his two
severely ill children who were crushed to death when the government
officer ordered an elephant to pull his thatched house down to remove
encroachment onto government land. Partition was remotely linked with
Ismail Sheikh, who came to Assam from east Bengal for survival, and yet
he experienced the same fate as the partition victims. Nutun Ehudi is more
explicit and spelt out what was described as ‘the conspiracy of history’ at
the end of the play when Mohan, the only son of Manmohan who sur-
vived, exhorted,

[b]ut the causes that led to the death of his father and brother still
persist, and they have left us to demand an explanation. . . . So be
one with the oppressed and take a vow that you will punish the
selfish and the greedy and those who are playing with the lives of
all of you. Take a vow that you will end the exploitation of the
cruel oppressors.29
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The multifaceted or fabricated public face(s)?

Childishness30 is a sarcastic commentary by Manik Bandyopadhyay regard-
ing those adults who, by magnifying the Hindu–Muslim divide, articulated
and defended partition. The story is told at two levels. At a rather
mundane level, the author believes that the communal divide was tempo-
rary and it was therefore childish to attempt a serious discourse; at a
more philosophical level, the author was persuaded to accept that the
Hindu–Muslim schism was deep rooted with well-entrenched prejudices
and distrust for each other. That Hindus killed Muslims and vice versa in
riots clearly reveals that the inter-cultural penetration was largely superfi-
cial and not organic.

The story is woven around two families – one Hindu and the other
Muslim – located in the by lanes of Calcutta. Although they lived in two
separate areas of the same building, the wall dividing the area was too
small actually to detach the families. Both the families had the same
predicament and compulsions. Tarapada and Nasiruddin both went to
work in the morning and came home exhausted at the day’s end: ‘The
same blighted dreams and eager imaginings piled up day by day in both
their hearts, the same anger against the same forces grew intenser every
day’. The wives, Indira and Halima, were no different in lifestyles, as they
were placed under identical socio-economic circumstances. Nonetheless,
there was hardly communication between the families until children were
born to them. Indira’s daughter Gita and Halima’s son Habib shattered
the division ‘with their denial of any unnatural man-made remoteness’.
They drew the families closer.

Intimacy between the families developed. One day when Gita ate beef
from Habib’s plate, neither Tarapada nor his wife took notice since it was
quite normal among the children. Indira, Tarapada’s wife, justified it by
saying, ‘if beef doesn’t harm Habib why should it harm my daughter?
What does it matter if she’s eaten some – a tiny girl like her’. It may not
have affected their Hindu sensibility. They were, however, aware that
their approbation might not go well in the locality, since beef-eating is a
taboo for the Hindus. Hence, Indira warned Halima ‘don’t tell anyone
sister’. The incident clearly shows the predicament of the familes which,
despite being so intimate otherwise, are governed by deep-seated preju-
dices against each other. Not only did Indira take cognisance of the inci-
dent, Halima felt bad since Gita had eaten beef from Habib’s plate.
Similarly, the fact that Habib offered flowers and had prasad at Saraswati
Puja did not make any difference to Tarapada and his wife, but it was
made to happen when ‘there is no one in the room’. Again, this demon-
strates that in the private sphere this type of inter-communal exchange is
perfectly tuned to Hindu sensibilities in a form not at all vitiated by the
campaign in the public domain. It is, however, difficult, if not impossible,
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to argue that the nature of public and private interaction between the
communities is uniform simply because the pattern radically varies from
one location to another and from one phase of history to another. For Gita
and Habib, it was simply beyond their comprehension as to ‘why there
should so much fighting and killing all around; why it [riot] should sud-
denly rear its head in such ugly shape? They were bewildered and terri-
fied; their hearts quavered’.

Apprehending a riot, the locality instituted a Joint Peace Committee,
not because of ‘idealistic outpouring of Hindu–Muslim unity’ but because
of ‘the simple material truth’ that ‘violence in this mixed area would be
equally dangerous for all’. The idea of an impending riot became real in
the public sphere. The families were drawn into this, but for the children,
the riot provided a specific type of game in which they utilised knife and
razor to give it a real look. In the process, one of them was slightly
wounded. This led to a situation where ‘the two obstinate, unruly children
began stabbing and lunging at each other with a blunt knife and a blunt
razor, crazed by pain, rage and resentment’. What appears to have given
this story an extra dimension were the involvement and counter-
accusations of the families holding one another responsible for the
incident. One thing led to another. Indira and Halima rushed like ‘mad-
woman; their heads knock together; they look at each other with savage
eyes, like two tigresses about to attack’. Tarapada and Nashiruddin were
not left out. Threatening each other with dire consequences, they appear
to have been drawn to the public sphere, drawing sustenance from the
unbridgeable communal distinction between Hindus and Muslims. The
situation became worse in the evening, when neither Gita not Habib was
found in the rooms where they slept. When the search did not yield
results, both the families began accusing each other for having ‘lured the
children’ away as a matter of vengeance. The message spread like wildfire.
Drawing upon the mutual distrust between the communities, an atmo-
sphere was created which gained credibility in view of the tension-prone
environment of the city. As Bandyopadhyay describes:

This time, there is no way to stem the tide: rumour and tension
begin to spread like fire. All these days, for all their efforts, the
provocations haven’t been able to shown their fangs in the neigh-
bourhood. They must have been waiting for just this chance, and
now they spring. In trice, two bands of demented men gather in
front of the two houses. This lot wants to attack that house, that
lot this. But as there are two groups, neither can reach its target
without first defeating the other in a street battle.31

The battle was about to begin when the children reappeared. They had
climbed to the roof unobserved at some point of the day to play. This is
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the punch line of the story. Those who caused consternation among the
families, so far living like a unit, were hardly affected by the growing sepa-
ration between communities in the public domain. For many of those who
‘had flocked there, out of their minds with homicidal rage, didn’t even
know [that] these two were the cause of the trouble’.

Appropriately titled Childishness, the story brings out multiple voices,
articulated at different levels. For Gita and Habib, the riot was frightening,
but amusing as well because it became a game different to these they were
accustomed to. The families were split despite long social and cultural
contact. What it shows is the role of the public sphere in clearly shaping a
particular type of human response. The immediate environment had a role
to play; what the story reiterates was the growing importance of a voice
that loomed large under circumstances where narrow and parochial con-
siderations were privileged to fulfil a specific socio-political goal. What is
puzzling is why the individuals, not so much influenced by sectarian aims,
merged their identities with those seeking to attain a goal in the name of a
community. In Childishness, the inhabitants had lived side by side, mixed
together, and the communal divide never became a factor in their day-to-
day interaction. Perhaps, as the author laments, ‘they had not, at all, mixed
intimately’. The story reveals aspects of the Hindu–Muslim schism, and
also the mutual distrust perpetuating the image and construction of the
‘Other’. Living side by side does not necessarily mean living with each
other. Is interaction on festivals, like Saraswati Puja, enough to hinder the
exclusivist mindset built into the collective psyche of the people? The
story has no conclusive answer, but simply underlines the structural ingre-
dients of an environment in which the people’s voice is fractured, fore-
grounding, on occasions, the human over parochial considerations.

The other side of partition

Violence seems to be one of the important dimensions of stories from the
Punjab,32 while in Bengali creative writings has generally been under-
played, presumably to highlight the mutually inclusive existence of Hindus
and Muslims over generations. One Bengali writer who brought out this
aspect of partition is Saradindu Bandyopadhyay. In his writings, partition
violence constitutes an unavoidable aspect that suddenly became domin-
ant in inter-communal interaction during those tumultuous days, particu-
larly in Calcutta. There are five stories – two detective stories, Adim Ripu
(Primeval Enemy), Rakter Daag (The Bloodstrain); a novel, Rimjhim
(Pitter and Pitter); and two short stories, Bisher Dhnoya (The Poisonous
Smoke) and Dui Dik (Both Sides)33 – where the principal themes are viol-
ence and the resultant insecurity of the Bengali middle class. Of these,
Adim Ripu is perhaps the most clearly documented narration of partition
violence, where the underlying theme is the growing importance of the
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underworld in sustaining and fomenting communal violence in Calcutta. It
is also where the author confronts the most chaotic part of history, which
saw the growing distance between the two communities. How was this pos-
sible in view of the long-term social and cultural contact between Hindus
and Muslims over generations? The author seems to have attributed the
gory appearance of partition violence to the hegemonic role of the under-
worlds. His voice is from both the Hindus and Muslims, who unquestion-
ably suffered equally with the march of events.

The underworld came alive under the cover of communal violence. To
the fear of a knife held in the hands of the violent ‘other’ was added ‘the
fear of the goondas who extracted his own charge for the continued safety
of the people in his locality’.34 The author had to maintain a steady supply
of cigarettes and tea to the goondas for the security of his family. There is
no doubt that in the partition violence, it was the goondas who benefited
most. Moreover, whether Hindus or Muslims, goondas were similar in
their behaviour and activities. In Adim Ripu it was a Hindu, Bantul
Sardar, who rose to prominence for having provided safety to the Hindus
in Bowbazar area during the riot. No dissent to his order was acceptable.
Even the Hindus who provided protection for the Muslims in the area
were not spared. Bantul threatened Ajit, another character, who did not
find any logic in killing Muslims because they were Muslims, with dire con-
sequences if he continued to intervene in this struggle ‘to finally settle the
score with the Muslims’.

That goondas have no religion, no nationalities is further sharply
restated in Dui Dik, where Noor Mian, a Muslim goonda, discharged
similar kind of responsibilities vis à vis Muslims in areas between
Mechobazar and Badurbagan. His story revolves around a Hindu doctor
who had a dispensary in this area. Once there was a rumour that Hindus
had killed Muslims in other areas of Calcutta, Noor Mian plunged into
action by butchering Hindus indiscriminately. At the outset, the familiar
pattern of his action was to knife the Hindus who unknowing passed
through his area or came to visit the doctor for treatment. Informed by his
cronies, he could easily identify the Hindus from the Muslims. Later on
the Hindus, especially the Marwaris, came as ‘hunter, armed to the teeth’
and the situation became worse.

So far, the story is confined to familiar terrain: Noor Mian’s involve-
ment in the riot is articulated in the binary opposition between Hindus and
Muslims. The voice is undiluted and the explanation is mono-causal.
Caught in a dilemma, given his Hindu identity and his profession, the
doctor is probably the most significant character articulating the multiple
voices of those who suffered in the same manner whether they were
Hindus or Muslims. As his dispensary was located in a Muslim majority
area, he had to submerge his Hindu identity as far as possible. His identity
as a doctor who treated the wounded – whether Hindus or Muslim – was
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what allowed him to escape Noor Mian’s wrath. Under the circumstances,
the doctor’s dilemma was resolved by underplaying his Hindu identity –
which filled his mind with resentment. In other words, the voice that took
precedence here was the deeply felt fear that engulfed the doctor who
fathomed the consequences of a riot but failed to comprehend how
‘human beings’ who grew up together in the same area became so brutal.

There was another interesting twist when Noor Mian, fatally wounded
by ‘a chotodhari Hindustani’, was brought to the doctor for treatment. The
doctor was in a dilemma. He appeared to be happy because a Hindu had
finally succeeded in showing his strength vis à vis Noor Mian, the architect
of goonda raj in the area. ‘I felt like letting the wretch lie there and die – as
you sow, so shall you reap. Let him atone for his sins with his face
grounded in mud’, felt the doctor. Apprehending that ‘he will be poisoned
by the Hindu doctors in Mitya College’, Noor Mian urged the doctor to
treat him in his dispensary. Torn between his hate for Noor Mian and his
professional duty to save an injured Muslim, the doctor himself was
amazed at the way his conscious mind was clearly divided: ‘when he
wanted to give Noor Mian poison, he gave him fruit juice, and when the
delirious man yelled out, maro Hindus, maro Hindu, [kill Hindus] he
pressed ice bags to his head’.35 The doctor in him won, and the Hindu self
was contained – or, humanity prevailed over other parochial considera-
tions. This became evident when Noor Mian insisted on paying a hefty
amount to the doctor for having saved his life. ‘You can’t repay me with
money, but you can repay me with something far more difficult that that’,
doctor said. Noor Mian pledged to do everything except abdicating his
religion. The doctor sought an assurance that he would abdicate his career
as a goonda and also give up his habit of imbibing cocaine. Noor Mina was
astounded, but after a while said, ‘Malik, you have just robbed me of the
only life I have ever known, but your demand, I will do my best to obey’.

The partition riots were an occasion, as Bandyopadhyay chronicles,
when the appearance of goondas as saviours tended to consolidate the
separate Hindu–Muslim identities as contrasting, if not antagonistic, blocs.
Moreover, when it comes to cruelty, neither Hindus nor Muslims differed
from each other. How do they gain legitimacy? Hinting at the charged
atmosphere due to the brutal killing of Hindus by Muslims and vice versa,
the author seeks a possible explanation. The city was not clearly bifurcated
along religious divisions. Even the doctor who saw Hindus being
butchered by Noor Mian and his cronies at the doorstep of his dispensary
faced a serious dilemma, though the Hindu in him was brutally hurt and
would probably welcome vengeance when Noor Mian was under his med-
ication. In his reconstruction of the past the doctor clearly saw that it was
not merely his professional ethics but also his faith in humanity that ulti-
mately determined his behaviour when Noor Mian was under his care.
This is also evident as the doctor was inclined to forget those traumatic
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days as mere ripples in human history by saying that ‘I do not see the least
necessity of describing the macabre sight in detail; you had all been in Cal-
cutta in those days, you have all witnessed a little or much of that I have
seen’. Forgetting the past in a creative way was probably the best way of
remembering meaningfully bygone days.

As the stories have shown, the voice of the people is clearly fractured,
though there is an underlying thread of unity based on the trauma of parti-
tion. In other words, although clearly fractured, these multiple voices are
nonetheless well articulated, underlying the defining moment in South
Asian history due to circumstances beyond their control. Munimji in The
Champion of the People and Noor Mian in Dui Dik are, for instance, not
peculiar to partition; they always thrive in a situation of terrible uncer-
tainty and dislocation. That a Hindu doctor saved Noor Mian’s life shows
that, even at the height of communal distance, human identity, justified in
terms of professional ethics, prevailed over other narrow and parochial
considerations. This also comes out of the recorded views of a large
number of Bengali Hindu women who became easy targets once partition
occurred.36 They were certainly traumatised, but never held the entire
Muslim community responsible for this event, presumably because several
Muslims, individually as well collectively, both protected them and pro-
vided an escape route when trouble brewed in the locality. While narrating
her story, Pramila Das, who had to leave east Bengal in the wake of parti-
tion riots in 1946, simply refused to blame the Muslims in general for the
bloodbath. Once ‘Muslims marauders attacked our house and butchered
every member of my family – male, female and child’, she reminisced, ‘I
fled secretly through a backdoor, ran breathlessly and reached a neigh-
bouring Muslim house. They were kind enough to hide and protect me as
a family member. It was they who informed my husband who rescued and
took me back to Shilong’.37 Similarly, Anupama Deb also encountered a
situation during the height of the riots when her husband’s student saved
the family by shifting them to his house and later ‘escorted them to
Khulna that was relatively free from communal skirmishes’.

How do the voices explain the volcanic eruption of violence in Bengal,
where Hindus and Muslims had been connected symbiotically over gener-
ations? The answer varied, though in their elaboration of the circum-
stances two factors appear to have gained enormous significance. First, as
the explanation is couched in socio-economic terms, the primacy is given
to the precarious economic conditions of the Muslim peasants vis à vis the
Hindus, who were relatively well-placed. This was compounded by the
growing cultural differences that engendered a deep sense of alienation
among the Muslims from their Hindu neighbours. The second factor was
the success of the local mullahs in attributing the Hindu attitude to their
abhorrence to Islam. Once Islam seeped in, several Muslim families who
were otherwise not antagonistic to their Hindu neighbours became aloof.
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It was ‘this indifferent silent majority’ that made a significant differences
to those who took full advantage of ‘the chaos and uncertainty’.

Among the women, the impact of partition varied depending on their
socio-economic status. Those who belonged to the rich or landed class, the
educated middle class or the professional class were undoubtedly the
victims of circumstances, but survived once they migrated to Calcutta.
They were, however, dragged far below what they had enjoyed earlier.
The serious economic difficulty they encountered was attributed to the dis-
location from their ‘homes’. What had caused severe mental trauma was
‘the sense of loss’ after they were forcibly uprooted ‘from their birthplace,
their home and hearth’. It was aggravated further when as refugees they
were often ridiculed, as Prabharani recollected with agony by ‘their neigh-
bours in Calcutta’. The standard charge was that ‘the city has become
filthy due to the flooding of the refugees [who] have distorted the city’s
image by their dialect, their dress and they way they live’. This is one part
of the story. The other part dwelt on the experiences of the relatively
poorer section of Hindus in east Bengal who migrated to Calcutta in the
wake of communal attacks on the Hindus. They were small traders, arti-
sans, masons, carpenters and fishermen. Illustrative of their life in the
aftermath of migration to Calcutta are the stories of Kusum and Kamala.
They had a comfortable life with income from their husbands. Once in
Calcutta, they took shelter on the railway platforms and in transit refugee
camps. For them, partition completely disrupted their life and reduced
them to ‘destitutes’. There were hardly jobs for their husbands to apply
their skills. Thus Calcutta became ‘narak [hell] for us after a week of
arrival in the city [which] offered neither shelter nor allowed us opportun-
ities to live in a respectful manner’. As there was no alternative, Kamala
and Kusum were forced to take the job of maidservants in different house-
holds. Partition was thus not merely an event of August 1947 that caused
immense misery to the east Bengal Hindus; it was also a constant reminder
to these families of the sudden loss of their dignity and social status, which
they had to compromise for sheer survival.

Partition is also the story ‘of displacement and dispossession, of large-
scale and widespread violence, and of realignment of family, community
and national identities’.38 Juxtaposed with the creative writings, the oral
testimony of these women reveals the human dimension of the ‘event’ that
not only brought about radical cartographic changes in the subcontinent,
but also transformed the mental map of those who overnight became
‘alien citizens’ due to circumstances beyond their control. Partition there-
fore lives, as one commentator argues, ‘in family histories . . . where tales
of horror and brutality, the friendship and sharing, are told and retold
between communities, families and individuals’.39 Gendered oral narra-
tives also underline that the brutal story cannot only be articulated in
binary opposition between a vulnerable Hindu woman and the Muslim

H I S T O R Y  O F  P A R T I T I O N  O R  P A R T I T I O N  O F  H I S T O R Y ?

230



aggressor; instead, there are innumerable instances where the Muslims
came forward to protect and rescue the Hindu families. Not only have
these instances challenged the ‘cultural incompatibility’ between the two
communities, embodied in Jinnah’s two-nation theory; they have also
brought human considerations to the forefront, over other narrow and
parochial considerations.

In contrast with the Bengal experiences, what comes out of the oral tes-
timony of Hindu and Sikh women in Punjab is a mixed bag. On the one
hand, Hindus and Muslims lived together without large-scale friction for
generations, though they were segregated culturally in watertight compart-
ments. As Urvashi Butalia argues, what alienated the Muslims was the
way they were ‘ill-treated’ by the Hindus in their day-to-day interactions.
For instance, ‘if a Muslim guest came to [a Hindu] house, he was asked to
eat from the earmarked utensils and also wash them. While serving, rotis
were thrown away from such a distance to avoid being polluted by an acci-
dental touch with the utensils’.40 This is one side of the story; the oral nar-
ratives of Subhasani, whose father was murdered by the Muslims bring out
the other side. This event became a reference point for any discussion by
her regarding partition. She was happy when ‘the Hindu community,
imbued with the spirit of sacrifice and revenge . . . wanted to take revenge
for what was being done to our brethren in Punjab [though she felt bad] by
the treatment meted out to Mussalman women and children. It was not a
very pleasant experience’, she underlined, ‘to see Mussalman women and
children being brutally killed’.41

The un-fractured Bengali sensibilities: the other side of
partition

Partition marks the breakdown of that community that had defined the
individual and his or her identity. This is the common theme running
through most of the east Pakistani creative writings seeking to articulate
the voice of the people. There is, however, a significant difference: while in
most of the stories in the context of partition riots in the Punjab, violence
seems to be an important (if not overarching), dimension of the human
experiences, Bengali stories are relatively free from violence in its most
crude form. Since violence is peripheral to most of these Bengali stories,
killings are usually shown as ‘isolated’ events with a distant backdrop of
partition riots. Even the death toll in Bengal was smaller than in the
western part of India, and there were no parallel massacres of people in
the trains or in refugee camps. Stories are plenty, though the theme is
more or less similar, as Niaz Zaman has shown in A Divided Legacy.42

What is prominent in most of the stories is the articulation of Bengali cul-
tural sensibilities that appear to have surpassed other parochial considera-
tions based on a narrow interpretation of religion. The Bengali identity
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appears to have surpassed, on occasion, the religious distinction of the
communities: ‘Here no one is a Hindu, no one is a Muslim. We are Bengalis.
We are one’, proclaimed Shanti Muzumdar, the principal character in The
Mother of Dhirendu Muzumdar.43 She also warned that ‘if the head and the
body were separated, then like rahu and ketu will play a very destructive
game. Both the sun and the moon will come under total eclipse’. While this
was clearly a voice of opposition, the sense of loss and agony seem to be
prominent in most of the stories. Set in the height of communal animosity,
Syed Waliullah’s The Story of the Tulsi Plant,44 for instance, captures the
emotional predicament of a family of Muslim refugees when a Tulsi plant, a
Hindu religious symbol, was discovered in the house they barged into for
shelter. The inmates of the house, which was deserted, had no problem so
long as its allegiance was not known. With the presence of a Tulsi plant it
was different, because ‘this half dead, dried, insignificant Tulsi plant, caught
unaware, had revealed the secrets of the house’, so ‘it has to be torn out
because no Hindu symbols can be tolerated’, as some members of the family
insisted. The others thought of the woman who nurtured the plant reli-
giously as an integral part of the household:

They were not entirely familiar with Hindu customs; but they had
heard that in a Hindu home, the mistress of the house lighted a
lamp under the plant at dusk, and with the end of her sari
wrapped her neck, made a pranam, bowing to touch the earth
with her head. Though it was overgrown with weeds now,
someone had lighted a lamp every evening under this abandoned
Tulsi plant too. When the evening star, solitary and bright, shone
in the sky, a steady quiet flame had burned red, like the touch of
crimson paint on the bowed forehead.

The plant survived, and even the staunch Hindu-baiter in the family, who
had wanted to destroy the plant at the outset, began caring for it as days
passed by. The human voice had prevailed. What is pertinent is the under-
lying theme, articulated in the pain and agony of the Hindu family that
had vacated the house and those who occupied it. Their plight was the
same. Both the families are victims of circumstances beyond their control,
and became homeless refugees for an uncertain future in an unknown
place. For the Hindu housewife, ‘tending the plant might have been a reli-
gious duty’, for the refugees, who took care of the plant despite initial
reluctance, ‘it was a reminder of their common humanity, of the need for
roots, for the ordinary rhythms of life which the political events and
upheavals [violently] disrupt’.45 Once uprooted, the udvastus became
vulnerable even when they were ‘the government’s people’. With the req-
uisitioning of the house by the state, the inmates were asked to vacate
within twenty four hours as ‘they have illegally occupied the house’. A
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shadow of gloom descended upon the house. ‘There was no end to anxious
speculations. Where could they go, they wondered’. This is where Waliul-
lah is at his best, in focusing on the trauma of human beings who became
the first victims of partition. Just like the Tulsi plant, which had a fresh
lease of life due to the support of those who had occupied the house
despite initial reluctance, the refugees – whether in Pakistan or India –
were equally helpless in the radically altered circumstances. They were as
‘vulnerable’ as the Tulsi plant ‘[since] the life and well-being of the tulsi
plant could not be insured by its own powers of self-protection’.

Abu Rushd’s Nongor is another fine representation of the contrasting
voices of the Muslims who happened to be Bengalis as well. Two major
themes recurred in the novel. The first is the enthusiasm with which Pak-
istan was conceptualised. Pakistan was ‘necessary’ for Kamal, the principal
character in Nongor, ‘to understand that the entire world is mine. In its
paddy fields, I find my own fragrance. I revivify in the electric violence of
storms. Its fruits and flowers sustain and refresh me. Its breezes will lull
my child to sleep. There my being is different, secure and unique’.46 Kamal
was happy because Radcliffe ‘has promised Nazimuddin that Calcutta,
from Sealdah to Park Circus, where the wealthy Muslims live – would go
to Pakistan’. The second equally important concern of Rushd centers
around the fate of those Muslims left behind. At least seven crores of
Muslims ‘will benefit’, Kamal confidently mentioned. What will happen to
those stuck in India, Kamal had no clue. This was true of the Hindus who
stayed back in Pakistan even after the batwara (division)! Thus, ‘the
problem has not been solved’, concluded Kamal.

In Nongor, partition constitutes the background and there was hardly a
detailed commentary on this. Kamal left Calcutta not because of com-
munal strife but for a better life that was assured to him as it was ‘a
Muslim land’. There are, however, stray references to partition that
‘aroused suspicion and raised walls between the communities which till
then had co-existed peacefully, if not happily’. However, what stands out is
the Bengali identity, nurtured and refined by both Hindu and Muslim cul-
tural ethos over generations. Hence Kamal, who most happily accepted
that Pakistan never did compromise his identity, rooted in ‘composite
Bengali culture’ by saying that ‘supporting Pakistan does not mean that I
will cut myself off from my entire past. My unique identity is inseparably
made up of my past, present and future. After I finish my life on earth
perhaps I shall return as a lotus flower, or a cock to wake up people in the
morning, or perhaps even a star to shine up above’.47

Concluding observations

Partition was a watershed in the construction of nations in the aftermath
of British rule in India. Redefining Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs as Indians
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or Pakistanis, the 1947 division is a story of renegotiation and re-ordering
of the identity of the individual or the community. It was not merely a
history of violence, or victimhood or of madness; it was also ‘a history of
struggle of people fighting to cope, to survive and build anew’.48 What
appears to have emerged in the context of partition were two mutually
contrasting tendencies: on the one hand the clamour for partition, sup-
ported by both the Congress and League High Command, clearly demar-
cated the Hindus and Muslims at every levels of their existence despite
having lived side-by-side over generations; contrary to this, there is
another layer of existential experience where Hindus and Muslims
remained organically linked with one another as human beings despite the
well-designed attempts to segregate the two.49 As is shown, examples
abound in the creative writings of the period from both sides of the
border. By focusing on individuals and their agony, pain and sorrow in
particular historical circumstances, these stories become representative of
the time and its predicament; they thus provide ‘a mental map’ of parti-
tion. Because literature transcends time, these stories ‘are relevant . . . as
they vividly portray the existential absurdity of the hatred [and also how
they] negotiated the complexity and liminality of expression of people,
caught in the competitive savagery of Partition’.50

The literature of partition affirms that ‘the subject of Partition was first
the human being – not the Hindu human being nor the Muslim, nor the Sikh
– [and] the experiences of each community distinctly mirror one another,
indeed reach out to and clutch at one another’.51 Sadat Hasan Manto’s Toba
Tek Singh was at a complete loss once the country was divided and people
were labelled as Hindustani and Pakistani: ‘[A]ll the inmates in the asylum
found themselves in a quandary; they could not figure out whether they
were in Pakistan or India, and if they were in Pakistan the how was it pos-
sible that only a short while ago they had been in India when they had
moved from the asylum at all’.52 Most of the characters are not reconciled to
borders being drawn and people being uprooted from their familiar socio-
cultural milieu. They remind us time and again, as Mushirul Hasan suc-
cinctly puts, that ‘regardless of religious passions being heightened by the
politics of hate and of the fragile nature of inter-community relations in the
1940s, most people had no clue whatsoever’ of the nature of the forthcoming
division.53 Perhaps the most significant point is how the boundaries arbit-
rarily dissolved older identities as towns, cities and villagers were ‘merci-
lessly scattered right or left as the juggernut of Partition etches its way
across the face of the country’.54 Nothing is more explicit than the growing
unease of Toba Tek Singh regarding the ‘whereabouts’ of his village.

He began asking people where Toba Tek Singh was, for that was
his home town. But no one could answer that question for him.
And if someone did make an attempt to figure out the present
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status of Toba Tek Singh, more confusion would follow. It had
been rumoured that Sialkot, which was once Hindustan was now
in Paksitan; who say where Lahore, which was in Pakistan today,
would be tomorrow, and was there anyone who could guarantee
that both Pakistan and Hindustan would not disappear
someday?55

It is evident that the high politics of partition constitute the background of
the majority of the stories. People affected in a variety of ways stand out
even in the context of severe uncertainty following the transfer of power.
Dwelling on ‘the affective experience of the events and their consequences
for the ordinary people’, these stories have not only brought out ‘the ways
the partition felt’, but also articulate ‘the historical memory’ of a phase in
which human beings suffered, both physically and emotionally, for reasons
beyond their control.56 It was not only that ‘the country was split into two
– bodies and minds were also divided’. Ismat Chughtai, the creative Urdu
writer, further notes,

Those whose bodies were whole had hearts that were splintered.
Families were torn apart. One brother was allotted to Hindustan,
the other to Pakistan; the mother was in Hindustan, her offspring
were in Pakistan; the husband was in Hindustan, his wife in Pak-
istan. The bonds of relationship were in tatters, and in the end
many souls remained behind in Hindustan while their bodies
started off for Pakistan.57

There is a familiar theme in all the stories, whether they are from the east
or west. People suffered due to circumstances of which they were the
victims. Arbitrary boundaries were drawn and two nations became sover-
eign after a protracted struggle against colonialism. The colonial atmo-
sphere created an imagined collectivity in response to a political campaign
for separate nation-states. In other words, the collectivity that came into
being was a political construct – products of human interaction and human
imagination drawing upon particular historical circumstances. It would not
be an exaggeration to argue therefore that movements both for and
against partition had an adequate support base in certain quarters, includ-
ing those who mattered at the level of high politics. As shown, both in
Bengal and Assam partition emerged as the best possible solution to avoid
an imminent bloodbath on a mass scale. This is an equally important part
of the story of partition that simply cannot be wished away while grappling
with the ‘events’ and the consequences thereafter. The creative writings,
which are a powerful portrayal of a fragmented and a wounded society, act
as complementary sources to piece together the relatively unknown
dimension of those tumultuous days when the religious description of the
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community appeared to have been privileged. The aftermath of partition
is what constituted the backdrop to most of the stories, underlining the
impact of displacement, uprootedness and alienation of the inner self and
the renegotiation of identity within a radically altered milieu. In this sense,
they serve a useful historical purpose in grasping the processes manifested
in the articulation of a new identity both for the nation and its citizens –
where past, present and the future come together to mutually redefine
themselves through equally intricate processes of contestation and adjust-
ment.
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CONCLUSION

The contradictory nature of the reality of 15 August 1947 continues to
intrigue historians more than half a century after India was partitioned.
Freedom was won, but was accompanied by the trauma of partition and
the mayhem that followed immediately before the transfer of power was
formally articulated. Thus India’s independence represents a great
paradox of history. The nationalist movement led to freedom, but failed to
avoid partition. The success of the nationalist movement was therefore
also its failure. Why did it happen? The answer lies in another paradox,
namely the success–failure of the anti-imperialist movement, led by
Gandhi and his Congress colleagues. In its struggle against the colonial
power, the Congress had a two-fold task: moulding different classes,
communities and groups into a nation, and winning freedom for this
emerging nation. The Congress had succeeded in mobilising the nation
against the British, which accounted for the final withdrawal of the British
rule in India; it was, however, virtually unsuccessful ‘in welding the diver-
sity into a nation and particularly failed to integrate the Muslims into this
nation’.1 Underlying this conundrum – the success and failure of the
nationalist movement – lies the roots of the paradox of independence that
came along with the Great Divide of the subcontinent of India. Independ-
ence and partition were, as a commentator argues, ‘but the reflection of
the success and failure of the strategy of the [Congress-led] nationalist
movement’.2

The study challenges the argument that the 1947 partition of Bengal
was a consequence of Hindu communalism of the Bengali bhadralok.3 It
has been shown that the roots of the vivisection lay in a highly intricate
unfolding of a process in which the British were as much responsible as the
rising tide of Muslim communalism.4 By institutionalising the separate
facilities offered to the Muslims in the form of separate electorate, quota
in government jobs and special education facilities, the colonial govern-
ment initiated a policy of segregation from which it never retreated.5 It has
also been argued that the respective elites skilfully manipulated the doctri-
nal differences between the two principal communities to fulfil a political
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agenda.6 With the assumption of power by the Muslim League in 1943, the
effort was directed to organising Muslims at the grassroots along com-
munal lines. Distributing posters showing that Hindus grabbed all
resources in the campaign for the 1946 provincial election, the League also
promised land and primary education to Muslims once Pakistan was
created.7

Both Bengal and Assam were divided following the 3 June announce-
ment of Louis Mountbatten, though the principles that determined the
division were different. While Bengal was partitioned following largely the
demographic composition of the areas – namely the Muslim-majority
areas constituted the new province of Pakistan while the Hindu-majority
districts formed west Bengal – Assam was separated as a result of a refer-
endum in which Hindus and Muslims participated to create a new nation.
The story of partition in Bengal and Assam clearly indicates the growing
importance of religion at a critical juncture in India’s political history. As
the contemporary evidence shows, to the vast mass of small holding peas-
ants living more or less under similar conditions, religion seemed to impart
a sense of ‘community’. By providing the basis for ‘a national bond’, reli-
gion became the rallying cry of a political organisation demanding the cre-
ation of a separate Muslim land. That the Muslim peasantry favourably
responded to the appeals of Islam in both Bengal and Assam is illustrative,
on the one hand, of the importance of religion in bringing them under the
elite League leadership despite serious class differences. On the other,
Islam also gave them a powerful ideological explanation of the exploita-
tion by the Hindu landlords in exclusive religious terms, glossing over
entirely the class dimension of the relationship between the landlords and
peasantry. What it means is that the period had witnessed the convergence
of (1) class and communal identities and (2) elite and popular communal-
ism in the context of movements supporting partition. The outcome was
the polarisation of Hindus and Muslims into two communal blocs, compet-
ing for their respective shares in the aftermath of the 1947 transfer of
power. As the political mobilisation for a separate Muslim state gathered
momentum in the late 1930s and 1940s, the larger Bengal cultural and lin-
guistic identity increasingly became fractured along sectarian and religious
lines.

Not only did the period between 1932 and 1947 witness a radical trans-
formation in India’s political landscape, it was also marked by significant
changes in the prevailing ideological orientation of both the Hindu and
Muslim political leadership. The 1935 Act definitely shifted the centre of
political activity in Bengal to the east of the province – Not by virtue of
any inherent superiority of the Muslims, but simply because, in a democra-
tically elected legislature, as a contemporary report underlines, ‘the weight
of numbers tells and the teeming millions of East Bengal – sixty percent of
their being Muslims outweighed in point of numbers the more educated
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Hindus of the South, West and extreme north of the province’.8 The
migration of power to the countryside took place in the context of a
major realignment in the social bases of political power. The deepening
agrarian crisis, manifest in the collapse of jute and rice prices, polarised
rural Bengal, and provoked conflicts between Hindu talukdars and
mahajans and the overwhelmingly Muslim peasantry.9 This explains why
the economic issues figure prominently in the League campaign in
Bengal in the 1946 provincial poll. Abul Hashim, the League Secretary,
‘organised an extraordinary campaign amongst the poor peasants of
Bengal on economic issues’ where religious ideology seemed periph-
eral.10 The massive and unprecedented landslide victory for the Muslim
League was illustrative of how effective the campaign was. In a remark-
able departure from the stereotypical League campaign, where the
Islamic identity of the Bengali Muslims was crucial, Abul Hashim
‘promised the peasants that the future of Pakistani government would be
their government, a peasant raj . . . [and] the Bengal peasant was led to
believe that Pakistan was to be ruled by the peasants’.11 The tragedy was
that the peasant euphoria was, recounts Alavi, short-lived and ‘the
feudal forces in the League, namely the Dhaka Nawab group’ captured
state power in the aftermath of the election by sweeping the peasant
issues under the carpet and pushing the architect of the League victory,
Abul Hashim, into the periphery.

Once in power, the Muslim leadership utilised the state machinery to its
advantage. The clearly devised and carefully drafted legislative acts and
regulations during the period before partition soon attracted considerable
support from the Muslim businessmen12 and intellectuals.13 With Fazlul
Haq’s decision to join the League in the aftermath of the 1946 Calcutta
riot to safeguard the Muslim interests,14 the party was ‘greatly assisted
in acquiring the agrarian base, it had lacked for so long’.15 It has also
been well established now that what accounted for the most virulent
Hindu–Muslim riots in the 1940s was undoubtedly ‘the imminent prospect
of the withdrawal of British influence and the handing of power to
Indians’.16 What it reflected was the desire of both the League and Con-
gress to grab as much as possible under those circumstances. It was ‘as if a
starving prisoner’, as Wavell graphically described by drawing an analogy,
‘was suddenly offered unlimited quantities of food by the gaoler; his
instinct is to seize it all at once and to guard against its being taken away
again [and] also to eat as much as quickly as possible, an action which is
bound to have ill-effects on his health’.17

The height of communal animosity was witnessed in the Calcutta and
later Noakhali riots. Hindus and Muslims were largely polarised into two
opposite blocs. Although these riots were the culmination of a well
thought out plan, its roots can be traced back in the failure of Jinnah’s
talk with the Congress leadership for a probable settlement of the
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constitutional question. In fact, as early as May 1946 Wavell, the Viceroy,
apprehended ‘trouble in the form of serious communal rioting owing to
the Congress and Muslim League being unable to come to terms’.18 With
the outbreak of riots and the indiscriminate killing of Hindus and Muslim
in Calcutta and Noakhali, a helpless Tyson, the Private Secretary to the
Bengal Governor, thus lamented, ‘[i]t is a heavy price to pay for the failure
of Jinnah and Congress leaders to come to terms’.19

That the administration failed to contain the devastation in the riot-
affected areas of Bengal was symptomatic of its growing weakness in the
closing years of colonialism. Riots therefore significantly undermined the
British administration, although they were not directed against it. The
bureaucracy did not appear to be as reliable as before. By late 1946, a
majority of the officers at the top of Indian bureaucracy were Indians since
‘there has been no British recruitment since the war began’. As the admin-
istration went ‘down hill’, Tuker reminisces, ‘its prestige went with it, and
the British could not have administered India much longer with such an
unsuitable instrument through which to exercise their rule’.20 The Indian
members of the Services looked more cautious, presumably because of the
announcement of the imminent British withdrawal: ‘there is a general
belief the power of the Secretary of State to protect his Services will
rapidly weaken as it has already manifested in the Provinces after an
interim government assumes office’.21 While the officers in the top echelon
were indifferent those at the bottom were evidently communal, as their
role in the riots had clearly demonstrated. It was therefore difficult, if not
impossible, to manage the affairs in India as efficiently as earlier simply
because ‘the administration has almost collapsed from which it is unlikely
to recover’ given the contemporary political environment.22 The situation
was already alarming, as the British Indian Army had also shown signs of
cracks following the conclusion of the Second World War. The factors
affecting reliability were ‘mainly political and not military’. What affected
the morale of the army, as Auchinleck wrote, was ‘the Congress praise of
men of the so-called Indian National Army as true patriots and [its]
extravagant anti-Government abuse. If morale were to deteriorate gravely
owing to continued propaganda’, the Chief of Army Staff even appre-
hended a general mutiny in India.23

Why did the Congress accept partition despite its consistent challenge
to its very foundation, the two-nation theory? With his first-hand
experience of the dismantling of the Raj, Nicholas Mansergh explains this
in terms of three reasons. First, the Congress always favoured a strong
government, which was not possible so long as Muslims remained within a
united India. Hence they ‘sacrificed’ the unity of India for ‘a strong central
government’. Secondly, the perception held both by Patel and Nehru that
Pakistan ‘would not endure long’ may have influenced the Congress
leaders to support India’s bifurcation. Thirdly, the Congress leaders were
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believed to be ‘impatient’. As they were ‘aging’, they were not prepared
‘to delay independence further’.24

The acceptance of partition by the Congress leadership is perhaps illus-
trative of a distinct change in its assessment of the Congress Party which
failed to represent the Indian Muslims at large. The acceptance was also
the final act of a process of step-by-step concession to the League’s com-
munally orchestrated demand for a sovereign Muslim state. Each conces-
sion by the Congress consolidated communalism further. On the one hand
it had strengthened the claim of the Muslim League as the ‘true’
representative of Muslims; on the other, it had weakened its position vis à
vis the secular Hindus by paving the ground for the Hindu communalists,
particularly the Hindu Mahasabha, to thrive. One of the direct results of
the communal tension, as an official report underlines, was ‘the growth of
communal organisations like the Rashtriya Swyam Sevak Sangh and the
Muslim National Guards in most of the provinces’.25

By endorsing the 3 June plan, the Congress put their Muslim leadership
in east Bengal in a most precarious situation. Hindus suspected them as
Muslims; Muslims hated them more than they hated the Hindus for they
regarded them as ‘renegades’.26 Dismayed by the Congress decision to
accept the bifurcation, Ashrafuddin Ahmad Chowdhury, a member of the
All India Congress Committee expressed his agony by saying that:

the Congress leadership whether willingly or unwillingly, has
agreed to the British declaration of the 3rd June, ’47 with the
terms contained therein, partitioning India on religious basis.
They have for all practical purposes accepted the Muslim as separ-
ate nation thus conceding to two-nation theory of Mr. M. A.
Jinnah. The High Command of the Congress has cut at the very
root of the national character of the Indian National Congress. Its
leadership has shamelessly abandoned the long cherished ideal of
the Congress and its tradition by accepting the 3rd June declara-
tions of the British Government. Besides, they have badly let
down their Muslim Congress comrades of long standing and
stabbed them in the back unawares. . . . Bengal and Punjab have
been made a pawn in the power politics of these Congress
leaders.27

Unlike the earlier communal outbreaks, by the 1940s the riots in Bengal
had assumed an overtly communal character.28 The crowd – Hindus and
Muslims – came to be primarily motivated by the sectarian goal – Pakistan
for the Muslims and partition for the Hindus. It is therefore difficult to
suggest that only Hindu communalism was responsible for the partition
of Bengal. In fact, a thorough scan of Bengal’s political history since the
assumption of power by the KPP–League ministry in 1937 amply
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demonstrates the equally significant role of the provincial Muslim leader-
ship in articulating governmental decisions in clearly communal terms.29 It
is now clear that communalism of whatever variety was responsible not
only for the Calcutta riot and the persistent tension in many other towns in
Bengal, but also ‘for poisoning the life stream of the province . . . just like
“the purple devil” or water hyacinth, which grows rank and luxuriant in
waterways and ponds throughout Bengal hindering irrigation and naviga-
tion’.30

Bengal: a distinct political entity

Bengal was characteristically different from the rest of India. The fact that
it was more thoroughly ‘colonised’ than other parts of India marks it out
from the rest. Thus it should be emphasised that Bengal’s socio-economic
development was influenced significantly by the conditions imposed under
colonialism. The British system of land tenure, the lack of industrial devel-
opment and the destruction of indigenous manufacturing contributed
directly to the formation of a ‘middle class’ who became ‘rent-receivers’,
virtually divorced from land except in some cases as suppliers of credit.
With a gradual decrease in rental income this social category responded
energetically to English education, which provided them with an altern-
ative source to supplement or increase their earnings. The fact that this
group, comprising principally Hindu upper castes, continued to depend
English education not only maintained but also extended the distance of
this group from the agricultural production process. The entire socio-
economic and cultural context thus created a new social category, identi-
fied neither with the class owning the means of production nor with those
selling labour for survival.

Similarly, the heterogeneous demographic composition of Bengal and
the disproportionate economic development of Hindus and Muslims
created unique political tensions. The combination of religious appeals
with the economic grievances of the Muslim peasant led to a situation in
which conflicts, which were primarily agrarian in character, assumed com-
munal dimensions. The problem was aggravated by the growing desire of
the educated Muslims for a share in government jobs and learned profes-
sions hitherto monopolised by the upper-caste Hindus. As a result of a
temporary accommodation of the newly emerged Muslim middle class
by agreement at the elite level, C. R. Das built a united anti-British plat-
form involving both Hindus and Muslims following on from the Non-
Cooperation–Khilafat movement. The unity forged between the Hindus
and Muslims in the context of the anti-British agitation was indicative of a
new phase in provincial politics.31

The unity, however, appeared ephemeral, with the shifting of the centre
from Calcutta to the villages and small towns with the introduction of the
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1935 Government of India Act. The formation of the Praja Samiti, and
later of the Krishak Praja Party (KPP) which had declared the objective
of protecting one community against the other, drew a large number of
Muslims from the Congress. By highlighting the uneven development of
the two religious groups, the newly emerged Muslim leadership developed
its support base quickly among the Muslims irrespective of socio-economic
differences. The Congress’ intimate ties with upper-caste intermediary
landed interests and its explicit policy of protecting them through institu-
tional means,32 consolidated the division further. Constrained by its com-
munal aims, the KPP was, however, unable to link the agrarian questions
with the broader anti-imperialist struggle and thus was confined to east
Bengal Muslims. Because the KPP leadership saw the explanation of
Muslim backwardness in the disproportionate Hindu dominance in all
spheres of life, it failed to perceive the nature of contradictions in a colo-
nial society, and therefore the possibility of a movement involving the
underprivileged, regardless of religion, was unrealised.

Furthermore, the inherent political differences between the KPP and
the Bengal Provincial Congress provided the colonial state with an
autonomous character. By enacting agrarian legislations, the state strove
to demonstrate its willingness to ensure the economic interests of a relat-
ively underprivileged section of the agricultural population. The Con-
gress’s opposition to the 1928 Bengal Tenancy (Amendment) Act and
neutrality on the 1938 Amendment not only alienated the peasant masses
from the Congress; it also projected the image of the state as an arbiter of
justice in view of the ameliorating stance of the above legislations. The
peasantry as a constituent was therefore almost ruled out because of the
pronounced bias of the Bengal Congress toward intermediary landed
interests – a bias utilised by Muslim political groups to consolidate the
anti-Congress platform, especially in east Bengal, where a significant pro-
portions of mahajan and talukdar were Hindu. What finally eclipsed Con-
gress’ power was the emergence and consolidation of Muslim political
groups under the KPP–League alliance on the basis of communal senti-
ments. Not only were the urban Muslims organised, the vast majority of
east Bengal Muslim peasants were also brought under its banner to end
Hindu-dominated Congress hegemony in the province.

The changing profile of Assam

In contrast with Bengal, Assam provides an interesting chapter in India’s
freedom struggle during its final stage, for two important reasons. First,
although the 3 June announcement suggested the division of Assam,
particularly the district of Sylhet, the province was partitioned only after
the referendum in which a majority of its population endorsed the separa-
tion. As the Muslims constituted an overwhelming majority in the district,
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the outcome of the plebiscite was more or less anticipated. A unique
experiment in the context of colonialism, the referendum brought out
interesting dimensions of Hindu–Muslim communalism. Secondly, for the
Muslims, the campaign during the referendum was a continuity of their
movement opposing the Assam Government since it had decided strin-
gently to follow the controversial Line system in 1946. As described
earlier, the Line system was a device introduced by the government in the
1920s to halt the migration of Bengali Muslims into Assam. Muslim immi-
grants were instantly mobilised for the 1947 referendum, and the cam-
paign gained momentum once a Bengali Muslim Pir, Maulana Bhasani,
assumed the leadership.

In Sylhet, the League leadership demanded partition of Assam – unlike
its counterpart in Bengal, which never endorsed the separation. With the
announcement of the dates for referendum, the League High Command
constituted a committee comprising the important leaders of Bengal and
their representative, Khaliquazzaman, to mobilise Muslim support for
Sylhet’s amalgamation with Pakistan. Presumably because the League was
uncertain about the outcome of the referendum, Jinnah, who broached the
idea of the committee, preferred to organise the Muslims in the Surma
Valley (of which Sylhet was a district) from the very outset. That he moni-
tored the movement through his representatives also shows the uncer-
tainty he felt about the outcome. The other significant feature of the
Muslim mobilisation was the nature of the local leadership that spear-
headed the campaign. Jinnah chose Maulana Bhasani who became famous
after his successful movement in Bhasani’s chars (alluvial land) instead of
the established provincial League leaders. As a religious leader, Bhasani
invested the misery of the Bengali Muslims with a communal connotation.
By choosing mainly mosque compounds or those in the vicinity as the
venues for his meetings, he undertook a campaign in which the religious
sentiments of the Muslims were utilised to his advantage. That he couched
the demand for amalgamation of Sylhet with Pakistan in clear religious
terms also underlines the significance of his persona as a Pir. It is not
therefore surprising that the Muslims in Sylhet always associated Bhasani
with a godsend Poigambor (a saviour).

Not only did Bhasani appeal to the religious sentiments of the people;
the entire campaign was also organised in such a way as to gain maximum
impact by drawing upon Islam. Mullahs from Bengal were brought in to go
to the remote areas of the district. Village hats were the places where these
Mullahs addressed the villagers. In these informal yet important gather-
ings, the support to Sylhet’s union with Pakistan was always presented as
‘a service to Islam and Muslim fraternity’ elsewhere. Those who opposed
the League agenda were also threatened with dire consequences. Apart
from the divine punishment, what was most effective in garnering support
was ‘social ostracism’, which acted like magic in the Muslim villages where
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survival was almost impossible without effective co-operation among those
living there.

Unlike Bengal, where the members of the Legislative Assembly,
elected on a limited suffrage, forced partition upon the people following
its endorsement, Sylhet provided a completely different story where the
decision was made final only after it had been approved by a majority of
its population. No doubt there were stray instances of intimidation by the
League supporters at the behest of the Muslim National Guard. What
explains the massive support of the Muslims for Sylhet’s amalgamation
was the consolidation of a distinct communal identity drawing upon
religious sentiments. By skilfully playing on the Hindu–Muslim socio-
economic differences at the grassroots, the League and its representatives
succeeded in clearly segregating both these communities in the final phase
of the freedom struggle. Hindus appear to have anticipated the outcome of
the referendum, given their demographic strength in Sylhet. In spite of an
impressive turn out of Hindu voters, the result of the referendum went in
favour of the Muslims, as they constituted a majority.33

Apart from its distinctive historical character, the Sylhet referendum
underlines a significant process of community formation. In contrast with
Bengal, where linguistic homogeneity failed to cement the bond, language
proved to be a strong binding element along with religion. This acted in
both ways. For the Muslims in Sylhet, a vote for amalgamation was also an
opportunity to integrate with east Bengal, where their linguistic identity
would both be upheld and protected. For the Hindus of Assam, the sepa-
ration of Sylhet was a boon in disguise since it would create a linguistically
homogeneous province excluding the Bengal-speaking Sylhetis.34 Thus it
was not surprising when the Assamese Hindu leadership hailed ‘the sepa-
ration of Sylhet . . . and [thus] the restrictions on land-hungry Muslim
peasants immigration from Bengal into the Assamese homeland’ presum-
ably because it paved the ground for the rise and consolidation of Assam
as an independent entity in free India.35

The complex nation

The story of partition in Bengal and Assam directs our attention to a
process of nation formation, which was not derivative but contingent on
the prevalent socio-economic milieu. In the context of the first partition of
Bengal, Hindus and Muslims constituted a nation that was imagined into
existence by taking into account the Hindu–Muslim composite culture.
Glossing over communal differences, the Swadeshi Movement led to the
rise of a nation drawing on an anti-imperial ideology. The nation that
emerged had serious internal contradictions, presumably because Muslims
were mobilised in a movement based primarily, if not exclusively, on the
Hindu ethos. Despite its success in revoking the first partition, the
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Swadeshi Movement laid the foundation of the Hindu–Muslim chasm that
became unbridgeable as history unfolded.36 In contrast with the first parti-
tion, two nations arose in the context of the second partition – one
drawing upon the two-nation theory, while the other opposed it. Both in
Assam and in Bengal the division of India was justified, even in popular
parlance, in terms of the distinctive socio-cultural characteristics of both
the communities. In the construction of the respective nations, religion
appears to have united the disparate masses irrespective of socio-
economic differences. The 1946 riots in Bengal confirmed the perception
that the Hindus were not safe under Muslim rule, and hence it was prob-
ably easy for the Hindu Mahasabha successfully to organise the campaign
for partition. What brought the Bengali Muslims in Assam to the polling
booths during the plebiscite was probably the concern for maintaining
their separate identity, which was at stake in the Bordoloi administration.
In both the cases religion provided a sense of national bond, bypassing
completely the obvious socio-economic differences among those who
became the natural constituents of the nation-in-the-making. While the
linguistic homogeneity strengthened the religious fraternity in Assam, it
never became an important issue in Bengal – presumably because of the
constant Muslim propaganda in favour of constructing a language drawing
upon the Islamic tradition. As shown in Chapter 3, the growth of the Mus-
salmani Bangla and revamping of Punthi literature aimed at culturally seg-
regating the Muslims from the Hindus. What is common among the
Muslims in both Bengal and Assam is the importance of religion as a cul-
tural-demographic element in the formation of a hegemonistic nationalist
ideology. And religious identity continued to remain significant in the cul-
tural construction of the national identity.

The partition riots created a panic among the Hindus in east Bengal.
What is significant is that the sense of vulnerability cut across the
internal division among the Hindus. They responded to the situation as a
homogeneous community. Even the Namasudras, the erstwhile League
allies, supported the campaign for partition because they became suspi-
cious of the Muslims following the Noakhali riot.37 A new concept of
‘homeland’ emerged in the lexicon. While the lower castes found it diffi-
cult to stay when their upper-caste patrons (Kartas) were leaving, the
well-off and upper caste sections migrated because ‘in west Bengal they
would at least die in dignity’.38 The 1947 partition was therefore not
merely a physical division of the subcontinent; it also radically altered its
complexion by seeking to define its members in conformity with the con-
structed political boundary in the aftermath of the transfer of power. For
the Muslims, 1947 was not merely about partition, it was also about
freedom from both the British and the Hindu ruling authorities. For the
Hindu-Bengalis, it created a sense of home39 – where they were safe and
protected.40
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Literature and partition

There is no doubt that the literary representation of the events in the wake
of partition provides an alternative discourse supplementing the stories
based on archival research. The history of partition is also the partition of
history of communities. What apparently created a legitimate space for the
two-nation theory were the ‘cultural differences’ between the communities
which, though living side-by-side for generations, appear to have remained
clearly separate from one another. This is, however, not to suggest that
Hindu–Muslim separate identities owed only to existential cultural differ-
ences; instead, they were also rooted in colonialism and the economic
changes of the decades preceding the transfer of power. What is emphas-
ised is the fact that the ‘distinct’ Hindu–Muslim identities were not just
products of ‘divide and rule’, but were created by communities themselves
on the strength of inherited cultural resources and invented traditions.
Thus the emergence of the Hindus and Muslims as distinct political
communities was historically conditioned. What was seriously questioned
in these creative writings was the displacement and dispossession of the
innocent victims who failed to reconcile to the changed environment when
separate homelands were created for separate communities which had so
far co-existed. Amma (mother) in Ismat Chughtai’s Roots was at a loss
when she was told that where she had lived so far was not her country. She
retorted, ‘[w]hat is this strange bird called, our country? Tell me, where is
that country? This is the land where you were born, which gave birth to
you; this is the earth on which you grew up; if this is not your country, how
can some distant land where you merely go and settle for few days become
your country?’41

Representative of the period, these stories are powerful devices to
articulate the people’s voice that so far has remained peripheral in
recorded history. However, care must be taken because, though these
texts articulating rupture and loss constitute important dimensions of
historical memory, they were constructed within an individual perspective
that might not have corresponded with what partition was all about. For
the writer, ‘the composite’ Indian culture and history was violently broken
by the ‘madness’ of partition. Seeking to recreate a shared past where
Hindus and Muslims lived in harmony for centuries, these stories are
representative of the age and well constructed with a specific agenda that
was clearly peripheral, as the ‘events’ of partition clearly indicated. Bewil-
dered as they were, these writers hardly offered explanations except by
describing it as temporary madness, caused by unforeseen circumstances.
The history of partition is also the history of deteriorating communal rela-
tions, and the propaganda and rumour that fuelled this. As Ishtiaq
Hussain Quareshi while recounting his experiences of 1947 Partition riots
in Delhi, mentions (emphasis added):
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The fortified mohalla (as the quarters were called) developed into
arsenals. One could see that an undeclared and unofficial civil war
was in the offing. It became the practice to organize parties of
able-bodied inhabitants into groups to man strategic places. At
night the house tops began to bristle with armed men. This seems
to have been a country-wide phenomenon and ultimately resulted
in mass killings in many areas. . . . Under such circumstances, the
meagre social relations which had survived among the members of
the two communities came practically to an end.42

Partition was also a merger of religious with national identity. In many
parts of the new dominions of India and Pakistan, being a Hindu (on the
one side) or a Muslim (on the other) ‘had become virtually synonymous
with being a refugee and a foreign national’.43 One’s religious label – be it
Hindu or Sikh or Muslim – had suddenly become crucial in one’s identity
in the new nation states. What it means is perhaps the fragility of socio-
cultural communication between the communities drawing upon the
obvious points of similarities and differences. Partition was thus a moment
of departure from what was described as ‘an organic unity’ between the
Hindus and Muslims that appeared to have flourished due to living
together side by side within a particular socio-cultural milieu. This was
also a significant historical moment in which communities were con-
structed in a rather straightforward manner ignoring both their character-
istic multiple shades and also the complex processes in their formation.
Perhaps in a particular historical conjunction, the one-dimensional
community was privileged to fulfil a political agenda that appeared to have
translated the socio-political demands of one group of people against
another. It was also possible that for the under-privileged Muslim
community, particularly in east Bengal, religion acted as a cementing force
in the movement for partition. In other words, aroused and inspired by the
message of Pakistan, the Muslims, whether in Bengal or Assam, rallied
behind the campaign for a separate Muslim homeland. This is, however,
not to argue for a single, inalienable Muslim identity, for Islam in India,
past and present, ‘unfolds a bewildering diversity of Muslim
communities’.44 Instead, what is emphasised here is that the community –
whether Hindus or Muslims – is malleable, fuzzy and contextual.45 Con-
ceptualising community as living and constantly changing experiences
clearly suggests how partition influenced the process by foregrounding
religious identity over others under specific circumstances. Thus partition
was a significant input in the construction of India and Pakistan as nations
and their constituents that had naturally undergone radical shifts in its
aftermath.
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GLOSSARY

Abhijata bhadralok Aristocrat
Ahsan manzil A beautiful building
Apni The term of respect for a senior or relatively

unknown person in conversation
Baidya Name of a caste associated with the medical

profession
Bargadar Share-cropper
Bhadralok Gentleman
Caliph Ruler of Turkey and religious leader
Chhilim Cone-shaped earthen container of tobacco

for smoking placed on the perpendicular
cylinder of a hooka

Dhyana Meditation
Farash Knee-high platform covered with sataranj or

sheets
Grihastha bhadralok Those having income from land and a pro-

fession
Hartal Strike
Hooka Smoking pipe
hookum Order
jehad Holy war or effort to establish the

supremacy of Islam
jotedar Large landowner, holding rights of either

intermediate tenure or mere tenancy, some-
times having tenants under him and often
engaging in money-lending or grain trading.

Kanchhari Zamindar’s administrative block
Kayastha Writer caste
Khoraki A maintenance grant to workers while not

working
Kisan Peasant
Krishak samitis Peasant organizations
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Madhyabitta sreni Middle class
Madrassah A school of Islamic learning
Mahajan Money lender
Maulana A title given to a person respected for learn-

ing in Islamic theology
Maulvi A learned man in Islam
Panchayats Village administration
Piri Low wooden stool
Praja Tenant
Pranayama Breathing exercise
Raiyat or ryot Cultivator who held lands from landlords

subject to certain conditions
Samiti Organization
Sampanna praja Well-off cultivators
Samya Equality
Samyabada Egalitarianism
Samyabadi One who believes in equality
Sataranji A carpet made of cotton
Sikshitya madhyabitta sreni Educated middle class
Tui A pronoun used either to show disrespect or

to express familiarity and love
Ulema Expert in Islamic training
Vishayi bhadralok Those having income from a profession
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY

The 1947 Great Divide of the subcontinent of India continues to generate
interest among historian, regardless of their ideological persuasion. This
was a dramatic event that registered the role of the British rulers, the Con-
gress and Muslim League leadership, and the people who overnight
became alien in an area that was declared ‘foreign’ following the formal
articulation of the division of the subcontinent. A political decision, taken
at the level of ‘high’ politics, radically altered the identity of those located
in areas which changed their nomenclature after the 1947 vivisection. For
those who left their homes, the bifurcation suddenly changed a geographi-
cal space into memory. Home became a distant object for those who
underwent the trauma apart from the actual brutality that accompanied
partition.

Thus partition is not merely an event; it is also the completion of a
process that had become manifest in the ever-changing socio-economic
and political environment of India under the Raj. The available literature
is a pointer to that. Careful reading of the official sources (in the India
Office Library, and Archives in India) clearly shows the shift in perceiving
the Indian ‘problem’. As long as Linlithgow was presiding over the
empire, the idea of a separate Muslim state remained conceptual construc-
tion, especially in the aftermath of the 1940 Lahore resolution. The official
documents of this phase, cited in the bibliography, are illustrative here.
Wavell’s arrival on the scene was certainly a break with the past because
the perception that the empire was no longer viable gained ground. The
Wavell Papers clearly identify the changed the direction of the British
policy. Mountbatten’s tenure as the (last) Viceroy demonstrates how the
bifurcation was finally accomplished, taking into account the role of major
political parties largely under his stewardship. As Mountbatten recorded
everything about his role in this momentous event, his private papers are
very useful in grasping (1) the British perception in quickly dismantling
the Raj so assiduously maintained for the last 200 years and (2) the role of
the Indian political actors representing the Congress, League and other
major political parties in what virtually became a counter to bargain as
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much as possible for their communities. The disagreements among those
involved in the division of Bengal, Punjab and Sylhet in Assam allowed
the rulers virtually to divide these British Indian provinces according to
what appeared to be most appropriate to them.

Apart from the private papers of the British officials and of Congress
and League leaders, two compilations that are most useful are The Trans-
fer of Power volumes46 and a series entitled Towards Freedom.47 While the
former provides an authentic version of the last historic months of British
rule in India and ‘an arresting chronicle of great events which culminated
in transfer of power and partition’,48 the latter is a combination of both
British documents and those available from exclusive Indian sources, to
simply underlining the importance of sources other than those identified as
‘official’.

Autobiographies of those involved in the events of this tumultuous
phase of India’s socio-political history constitute an important source for
the studies of partition. For instance, the memoirs of Tamijuddin Khan49

and of Abul Mansur Ahmad50 are interesting and useful chronicles of the
evolution of Muslim identity, underlining the subtle process of clearly seg-
regating the Hindus and Muslims both in the quotidian life as well on the
institutional plane. Similarly, Suhrawardy’s half-finished autobiography51 is
illuminative of those issues that cropped up, especially during his reign as
the Bengal Chief Minister, when the province was clearly divided along
religious lines. These tracts are very useful in conceptualising the reli-
giously informed communal identity that appears to have become over-
blown as the freedom struggle in India came to an end. However, care
must be taken because the autobiographical sources may not always be
authentic simply because any version is distilled in the light of the proba-
ble repercussions following its publication. The way to utilise these sources
in the best possible manner is read them in consonance with other mater-
ials, available in the writers’ correspondence both with the government
and with those involved in the political process, their press briefings, and
also the newspaper reports. A combination of these two different, yet
significant, types of sources will provide a fairly authentic description of a
particular historical reality.

As the autobiographical writings of those Indian leaders opposed to
Jinnah’s two-nation theory are scanty, it is difficult to reproduce their
memory. Maulana Azad’s India Wins Freedom52 is useful to grasp the role
of the Congress and League High Command in ‘high’ politics, as is
Khaliquzzaman’s Pathway to Pakistan53 which is a very well-argued posi-
tion on the rise of Pakistan but not so exciting in illuminating the process
at the grassroots in Bengal and Assam that finally led to the vivisection of
the provinces. Shyama Prasad Mookherjee left an unfinished autobiogra-
phy,54 which is more a commentary on the Hindu–Muslim separatism in a
historical perspective. B. R. Ambedkar’s Thoughts on Pakistan provides a
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new perspective to the primary literature on partition. Instead of rejecting
the thesis of two-nation theory altogether, he sought to find out its basis in
India’s socio-cultural environment because ‘it would be neither wise nor
possible to reject summarily a scheme if it has behind it the sentiment if
not the passionate support of 90 percent of Muslims in India’.55

There is, however, no dearth of materials because of the access to the
All India Congress Committee Papers, Hindu Mahashabha Papers, Shyama
Prasad Mookherjee Papers and the B. S. Moonjee Papers (available at the
Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi), to name a few –
which are most useful and immensely significant in building the stories of
partition. A careful reading of these sources reveals the gradual consolida-
tion of movements defending the Bengal partition on the basis of argu-
ments drawing, inter alia, on the well-entrenched communal cleavage in
the province. For a critical understanding of the historical processes, it is
appropriate to juxtapose these sources with the published autobiographies
since they may not always be authentic, for the reasons already stated.

Nirad Chaudhuri’s Thy Hand Great Anarch56 is an interesting intellec-
tual account of the historical processes on the basis of a personal
encounter with the reality he confronted. An admirer of Gandhi and
Nehru, Chaudhuri’s narrative of the 1946 riots in Calcutta and Noakhali
shows the extent to which Hindus and Muslims were polarised in Bengal
just before the communal outbreak. Similarly, N. K. Bose’s My Days with
Gandhi57 is another memoir dealing with post-Noakhali carnage, espe-
cially after Gandhi’s arrival.

The Great Divide was also the end result of political mobilisation in
which the religiously-fed communal identity of Hindus and Muslims
played havoc. Rooted in the contemporary socio-economic and political
contexts, Hindu–Muslim separate identities created competing, if not
antagonistic, blocs in the early 1930s following the recognition of the
demographic strength of Muslims in Bengal as a source of power with the
introduction of the 1935 Government of India Act. To grasp this develop-
ment a thorough probing into the provincial political history is of utmost
importance, and Bengal has been served well by the historians. There is a
large number of well-researched monographs on Bengal stretching over
the entire nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As this work is on partition,
I have drawn upon those addressing the communal issue in the context of
a search for identity of the Bengali Muslims in an organised way. Rafiud-
din Ahmed’s The Bengal Muslims: A Quest for Identity58 is probably one
of the best-written works on the identity formation in the colonial context.
For well-documented analysis of Bengal’s political history, Rajat Ray’s
Social and Political Unrest in Bengal59 is a well-argued monograph on
Bengal politics, highlighting the gradual consolidation of the Hindu and
Muslim communal identity. Sugata Bose has further elaborated the
process in his Agrarian Bengal60 by linking the political manifestation of
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separate identity with Bengal’s socio-economic milieu that underwent dra-
matic changes following the Great Depression of the 1930s. My book enti-
tled Subhas Chandra Bose and Middle Class Radicalism61 is useful in
explaining the predicament of the Bengali nationalist leaders in the
context of the expanding of boundaries of the freedom struggle involving
the peasantry and labour and their ideological agenda. This was the
dilemma of the Bengali, particularly Hindu, middle class that gradually
lost its significance in provincial political arithmetic due (1) the rise of
Gandhi and the growing strength of ‘non-violence’ as an ideology, and (2)
the emergence of the Muslims as a contender for power following the
introduction of separate electorates for Muslims. Tazeem Murshid’s
account provides a well-documented description of the role of Muslims in
Bengal since the late nineteenth century.62 The major theme of this book
overlaps with that of Shila Sen’s Muslim politics in Bengal. Her argument
is grounded on both official and non-official sources, though she appears
to have taken the responsibility for setting history right by absolving
Suhrawardy, the Bengal Premier, of his role in the 1946 Great Calcutta
Killings.

Jaya Chatterji’s Bengal Divided63 is the latest and probably most dis-
cussed monograph on the partition of Bengal. Selectively documented, the
book appears to have been written with a bias against those who upheld the
demand for partition in 1947. Attributing the movement for partition to
Hindu communalism, the author has underplayed the role of both the impe-
rial government and Muslim communalism for reasons unexplained. The
account is about the exclusive role of the Hindu communal forces which
demanded partition to protect their ‘vested’ interests. There is no denying
that the Hindu communalists had no role. What is historically inaccurate is
probably the description highlighting the role of Hindu Mahasabha organis-
ing the Hindus along communal lines, ignoring, to a large extent, the part
played by the Muslim counterparts in the Great Divide.

In recent times, by seeking to identify ‘the face of the crowd’ involved
in partition violence historians have introduced a new dimension to our
understanding of the phenomenon. What is puzzling is the devastating
nature of the violence in Punjab compared to its relative absence in
Bengal. Gyanendra Pandey’s Remembering Partition64 and Urvashi
Butalia’s The Other Side of Silence65 are two important interventions that
highlight the subtext of hatred and violence between Hindus and Muslims
accompanying the 1947 partition. Butalia’s account is important in another
way. By mapping out the facets of experience of women who faced the
trauma in Punjab, the book provides ‘a gendered narrative of displace-
ment and dispossession, of large scale and widespread communal violence,
and of the realignment of family, community and national identities’.46

This bibliographical essay is not a book-by-book account of the mono-
graphs consulted; instead, it has sought to highlight the basic trends in
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contemporary writings on India’s partition. By underlining the principal
argument pursued in these selected books, this essay seeks to acquaint the
readers with the current researches on the Great Divide in particular, and
India’s recent socio-political history in general.

Notes
1 Kumar 2000: 2732.
2 Mahajan 2000: 388.
3 Defending this position, Joya Chatterji thus argues, ‘[t]he Hindu communal

discourse of the bhadralok articulated the deeply conservative world view of an
embattled elite, determined to pay whatever price it had to in order to cling to
power and privilege. It was a discourse that was deeply communal in intention’
(Chatterji 1995: 267).

4 Thus W. Norman Brown argues, ‘the immediate responsibility for . . . partition
must be laid to Hindu–Muslim communal antipathy, fomented by the Muslim
League, Hindu Mahasabha and many individuals not belonging to either
organisation. But the Indian National Congress short-sightedness and Muslim
League intransigence had set the stage, while the British, by the political pol-
icies, had augmented the communal mistrust’. See Brown 1962: 103.

5 Ayesha Jalal thus argues, ‘[c]ontinued recourse to the colonial privileging of
religious distinctions thwarted many well-meaning attempts at accommodating
differences within a broad framework of Indian nationalism’ (Jalal 1998: 2183).

6 In defending Muslims as a completely separate community, Ispahani, one of
the most powerful League members, with massive business interests in Bengal,
thus argues ‘[t]he Hindus are in the habit of ascribing the differences to the
presence of the third party (the British), and consider that they will disappear
when the British quit the country. This is only an attempt at creating confusion
by suggesting that all existing differences are of British creation. The differ-
ences are permanent and eternal. The British have, like all imperialists, turned
them to their advantage’ (see IOR, L/I/1/882, M. A. H. Ispahani, The case of
Muslim India (pamphlet), November 1946). In his study of the Bengal
Muslims, Rafiuddin Ahmed has also shown the role of the elites in sustaining, if
not, strengthening the Hindu Muslim schism (see Ahmed 1981: 183–90).

7 In his novel Neel Kantha Pakhir Khoje (Bengali), Atin Bandyopadhyay pro-
vides an interesting and detailed account of the League election campaign in
the 1946 election. See Neel Kantha Pakhir Khoje, Vol. 2, pp. 9–11.

8 IOR, Tyson Papers, Eur E 341/41, John Tyson’s note, 5 July 1947.
9 Sugata Bose argues that the rupture in the credit relations in rural Bengal seri-

ously damaged, if not completely ruled out, the symbiotic network between the
Muslims peasantry and Hindu mahajans and talukdars. Since they no longer
performed any useful social functions, they caused irritation to the Muslim
peasants (see Bose 1986: 231–2).

10 Alavi 2002a: 4523.
11 Alavi 2002b: 5124. Due to Abul Hashim’s successful campaign, the Bengal

Muslim League secured 114 seats in the provincial assembly out of a total of
121 Muslim seats. Religious ideology played, as Alavi claims, no part in this
election, not even by way of rhetoric.

12 This indicates a clear polarisation among the businessmen along religious lines.
The Calcutta-based Hindu business houses lent their powerful support to the
mass mobilisation which the S. P. Mookherjee-led Hindu Mahasabha had
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undertaken following the formation of the Bengal Partition League in 1946 in
the aftermath of the Great Calcutta Killings. See NMML, S. P. Mookherjee
Papers, Subject File 154 (instalment I–IV).

13 The Muslim intellectuals, both in Calcutta and Dhaka, supported the Krishak
Praja–League coalition government and later the League government in their
efforts to provide opportunities to the hitherto underprivileged Muslim
community (Ahmad 1968: 128–31). Maniruzzaman Islamabadi, Akram Khan,
and Habibullah Bahar, among others, regularly published their views in the
Saptahik Mohammadi, Saogat and also The Morning News, supporting the
activities of the Government as most appropriate to strike a balance between
the growth and development of Hindus and Muslims in Bengal.

14 As Haq himself admitted that since ‘the League is passing through the most
critical period of her history [i]t is, thereofre, essential that Muslims outside the
League should immediately come within the fold of the Muslim League which
is the only representative institution of the Muslims in India’ (see IOR,
L/PJ/8/655, Haq’s press statement quoted in the Report by the Information
Department, 6 September 1946).

15 Das 1991: 210.
16 The Times, London, 1 September 1946.
17 IOR, Wavell Papers, Mss. Eur. D/714/72, Wavell’s appreciation of the political

situation in India, 1946.
18 IOR, Wavell papers, Mss. Eur. D 714/72, Wavell’s appreciation of the political

situation in India, May, 1946. The Viceroy however failed to gauge the Bengal
situation because he apprehended serious troubles in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar,
described as ‘Mutiny Provinces’, where the trouble was ‘greatest’ both in 1857
and 1942.

19 IOR, Tyson Papers, Mss. Eur E 341/41, John Tyson’s note, 23 August 1946.
20 Tuker 1950: 519.
21 IOR, Wavell paper, Mss. Eur. D 714/72, Wavell’s appreciation of the political

situation in India, November, 1946. He further added, ‘unless the His Majesty’s
Government change their policy and announce that they propose to stay for 15
or 20 years and unless they make it clear that they would use all their resources
to put down disorder, the Services can never be revived and reinforced’.

22 IOR, Wavell Paper, Mss. Eur. D714/72, Wavell to the Secretary of State, 22
November 1946.

23 IOR, Wavell Paper, Mss. Eur. D714/72, Auchinleck to Wavell, 22 December
1945.

24 Mansergh 1999: 232–3. In fact, Mansergh further argues that the Congress
leaders were not willing to wait was ‘a source of strength for Jinnah [who] was
prepared to let independence wait upon division, while his opponents for the
most part were not prepared to let it wait upon unity’. Endorsing the views of
Nicholas Mansergh, Penderel Moon argues that the All India Congress Com-
mittee accepted ‘the partition plan on the ground that it was the recommenda-
tion of the old and tired leaders who could not be replaced’ (Moon 1989: 1172).
In his autobiography, Maulana Azad also mentioned that ‘Patel was convinced
that the new state of Pakistan was not viable and could not last. Pakistan would
collapse in a short time and the Provinces, which had seceded from India,
would have to face untold difficulty and hardship. Perhaps Sardar Patel hoped
that they would be forced to return to India’ (Azad 1989: 225).

25 IOR, L/I/1/777, Confidential Appreciation of the political situation in India, 22
October 1946.

26 Tuker 1950: 179.
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27 NMML, AICC Papers, CL21/1946–47, Ashrafuddin Ahmad Chowdhuri to the
Congress President while tendering his resignation from the AICC member-
ship, 10 August 1947.

28 Characterising the 1946 Calcutta riot as ‘worst orgy of slaying that Police had
ever experienced in India’, P. E. S. Finney of the Indian Police argued that ‘it
began by hordes of Moslem sallying forth from every lane and alleway in Cal-
cutta and attacking any Hindu they could find. No one was safe, as Hindus and
Sikhs were quick to retaliate. . . . Hundreds of corpses were seen floating up
and down the Hooghly River with the tide; other bodies were stuffed down the
manholes of the sewers’ (Finney 2000: 262).

29 By glossing over this important aspect of Bengal’s political history that
unfolded under first the KPP-League and secondly the League ministries, Joya
Chatterji actually underplayed, if not trivialised, the role of Muslim communal-
ism in the second partition of Bengal (Chatterji 1995: 266–8).

30 IOR, L/PJ/8/576, The Times, London, 19 October 1946.
31 For details, see Chakrabarty 1990: 1–20.
32 For details of the 1928 and 1938 Bengal Tenancy (Amendment) Acts, see

Chatterjee 1982.
33 Sanjib Baruah attributed the success of the Muslims to ‘Muslim nationalism . . .

and the appeal of the idea of singular nationhood . . . produced a unity among
the Muslims despite being divided internally on various counts’ (Baruah 1999:
42).

34 Amalendu Guha expalined this in terms of his famous conceptualisation of two
inter-twined tracks of Great Nationalism and Little Nationalism. Hence, the
Muslim demand for separation from Assam is both indicative of a desire to
amalgamate with Pakistan as well as a design to form a regional–linguistic
unity. Similarly, the Assam Hindus appeared to have accepted the verdict
since it also provided them with an opportunity to align with the Hindu-
preponderant India by maintaining simultaneously their distinctive identity
(Guha 1977: 334–7).

35 What disturbed the Hindu Assamese was the conception of Assam as an exten-
sion of Bengal. This was possible due to the overwhelming dominance of the
Bengalis from Sylhet in the colonial bureaucracy. As Baruah informs us, ‘in
Sylhet, . . . there was an English-educated class who took advantage of the
opportunities opened in the new frontier. As they came to occupy the bulk of
the positions in Assam’s colonial bureaucracy, their dominance was resented,
especially after an Assamese western-educated class began to emerge’ (Baruah
1999: 40).

36 C. R. Das was probably the first Bengali politician to have realised the growing
alienation of Muslims from the Congress-led nationalist movement. In order to
strengthen the unity between the two communities, Das seems to have drawn
on the Swadeshi ideological tradition of ‘composite patriotism’. The Bengal
Pact of 1923 for which he was responsible incorporated the educated Muslims
in the world of bhadralok. Muslims, according to the Pact, were to be given 55
per cent of government jobs and 60 per cent of membership of local bodies in
Muslim majority districts. Furthermore, to ascertain the secular credential of
the Congress, men like Abdullahel Baqui of Dinajpur, Maniruzzaman Islam-
abadi of Chittagong, Akram Khan of 24 Parganas, Shamsuddin Ahmad of
Kusthia and Ashrafuddin Ahmad Chowdhury of Tippera were recruited to the
provincial Congress hierarchy when he was at the helm of affairs. Das’s liberal
attitude toward the Muslims was commendable, but, given the depth of com-
munal animosity in rural areas, it is by no means certain that had he lived
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longer the history of the subcontinent would have taken a different course.
Even his Muslim colleagues apprehended that this would give Muslims a free
rein to do whatever they pleased because Das, as Abdullah Suhrawardy, an
influential Muslim leader warned, ‘was playing into the hands of religious
fanatics’. See NMML, Suren Ghosh (oral transcript), p. 182.

37 The shifting political attitudes of the Namasudras in Bengal are, as Sekhar
Bandyopadhyay has shown, contingent on how they perceived the situation.
While seeking to explain the shift, Bandyoypadhyay argues, ‘the mentality of
defiance and an urge for social revolution are thus often accompanied by pre-
paredness to accept and accommodate. It is this tendency which indicates the
all possibilities of conflict or disjunction, or in fact disintegration of the
community cannot be eliminated, even though at a particular conjuncture the
community may appear as a real entity (Bandyopadhyay 1997: 245). What was
evident in colonial Bengal was also seen in Uttar Pradesh. As Ramnarayan
Rawat has demonstrated, the Dalits kept changing their political allies in
accordance with what they construed as ‘best’ from their point of view. Thus it
was not politically inappropriate to establish ‘an alliance with the Muslim
League to justify their demand for a separate identity [by underlining] the out-
caste status of their community. The Dalits articulated achhut identity force-
fully enough to prevent it submerging into Congress or national consensus’.
See Ramnarayn Rawat 2001: 115.

38 The novelist Atin Bandyopadhyay articulated this feeling in his novel Neel
Kantha Pakhir Khoje (Bengali). ‘After all you’ll be able to perform my last
rites on the bank of the Ganges’, an old man told his sons while explaining the
reasons for migrating to West Bengal. East Bengal for him now stood for ‘an
unholy land’ and West Bengal, the aspired place to protect the dignity and self
respect of the Hindus. For details of this argument, see Sandip Bandyopadhyay
in Samaddar 1997: 67.

39 In his analysis of the Bengali tract Chhere Asha Gram, Dipesh Chakrabarty
argues that despite having been the victims of Muslim communalism, in the
Bengali Hindu home, the non-Muslim League Muslim – who did not demand
Pakistan – was always ‘a valued guest’ (Chakrabarty 1996: 2150). A review of
the contemporary literature shows, as Sisir Das informs, that the Hindu-
Muslim bitterness was often underplayed, presumably not to aggravate the
situation further (interview with Sisir Das of the University of Delhi, 11
January 2001).

40 The east Bengal refugees looked upon themselves as ‘the victims of partition’,
and as Bengalis, regarded it as their basic right to seek refuge in that part of
Bengal which now lay in India. Having faced persecution and intolerance in
east Bengal, they believed that ‘it was their legitimate claim to seek rehabilita-
tion within West Bengal, which they now felt was their natural habitat’ (Tai
Yung Tan and Kudaisya 2000: 146). Attributing the continuous flow of refugees
in West Bengal even after fifty years of independence to this ‘feeling’, Joya
Chatterji argues that ‘unlike those from the west, refugees from the east did not
flood into India in one huge wave; they came sometimes in surges but often in
barely perceptible trickles over the five decades of independence’ (Chatterji, in
Kaul 2001: 74.

41 Ismat Chughtai, ‘Roots’, in Bhalla 1994: 16. As is evident in Palanka, Rajmo-
han’s decision not to migrate to Calcutta was due to his reluctance to leave his
desh (homeland) even when he was left behind by his son who happily settled
in Calcutta.

42 Qureshi, in Hasan 1995: 89–90.
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43 Pandey 2001: 132.
44 Mushirul Hasan thus argues that no statistical data are required to establish the

multi-dimensional Muslim identity in India. ‘Their histories, along with social
habits, cultural traits and occupational patterns, vary from class to class, from
place to place, and from region to region. They speak numerous dialects and
languages and observe wide-ranging regional customs and local rites despite
the intervention of [theologians and publicists]. Caste exists as a basis of social
relations, although it differs from the Hindu caste system in details. In several
domains Muslims make up an integral part of the larger socio-cultural complex
dominated by values and ideologies of the Hindu caste tradition’ (Hasan 1997:
7–8).

45 For a detailed exposition of the ‘enumerated’ and ‘fuzzy’ community, see
Kaviraj in Chatterjee and Pandey 1992: 20–33.

46 Mansergh et al., Vol. I–XII, 1970–83.
47 Gupta 1996–97.
48 Mansergh 1982–83: 14.
49 Tamijuddin Khan, Memoirs (unpublished) available by courtesy of Dr. M. N.

Huda of the University of Dhaka.
50 Ahmad 1968.
51 Ikramullah 1987.
52 Azad 1989.
53 Choudhury 1961.
54 Mookherjee 1993.
55 B. R. Ambedkar’s introduction to Thoughts on Pakistan (published a year after

the 1940 Lahore resolution), cited in Hasan 2000: 2.
56 Chaudhuri 1989.
57 Bose 1974.
58 Ahmed 1981; Oberoi 1999 is another good account of the construction and con-

solidation of identity under colonialism.
59 Ray 1984.
60 Bose 1986.
61 Chakrabarty 1990.
62 Murshid 1995.
63 Chatterji 1995.
64 Pandey 2001. For a brief discussion of violence during the partition riots, see

Pandey 1999.
65 Butalia 1998.
66 Menon and Bhasin, ‘Recovery, rupture, resistance: the Indian state and the

abduction of women during partition’ in Hasan 2000: 210.
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