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AN ANALYSIS OF POST-PARTITION LIFE OF THE
PEOPLE IN WEST BENGAL

Abstract

The dissection of the Indian sub-continent changed the future of both
the nations that came into being in the year 1947. The event led to the

massacre and displacement of millions. Women, children, aged people
were brutally killed on both sides of the border. The step taken by a few

at the political level was certainly not a solution to the then existing

problems.In fact,it gave birth to numerous problems for individuals who
had to shift overnight. The division of the nation affected many parts of

India, but it has only been recently that various facets associated with it

have been explored. This paper intends to analyse a few aspects related
to the impact of Partition in post-Partition India, with special reference
to West Bengal.
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Partition, migration,rehabilitation, experiences,displacement

Introduction:

Partition of the nation was perhaps not the best decision or step taken
around 70 years back. It triggered violence which led to the brutal
massacre of innocent masses. It also compelled millions to leave their
home and shift to a new territory. It left unforgettable painful memories

in the minds ofthe people who lost not only their home property but also
their loved ones. It also changed the future ofour nation and contributed

to the birth ofseveral problems thatthe nation in the presentis struggling
with. Violence spread on a huge scale in Punjab which led to the killings
of a million people. However, the scale of violence that spread in West

Bengal was not of that magnitude. In West Bengal, Partition was like
a long drawn process which continued for decades, but in Punjab, the
wave ended in a short span of time. The inflow of population from

East Bengal (present-day Bangladesh) to West Bengal changed the

demography of the state and also problematised other aspects of the
society. Scholars have tended to engage in a discourse of the Partition
that was personality driven, focusing on major figureheads that were
instrumental in the Colonial political landscape,and to whom the British
would leave the baton ofthe Indian sub-continent upon their departure.
It has only been recently that scholars have dealt with other important
aspects related to post-Partition India. It is commendable as the general
tendency has been to treat the history of Modern India as to have ended
in 1947. These issues have been studied by various scholars who have
used different methods to write about the aftermath of Partition. The

works of Butalia, Menon and Bhasin in the context of Punjab is pathbreaking in the sense that it not only focused on the experiences of
women but also talked about the lives of people post-Partition. Sanjoy
Hazarika is of the view that the movement of people has been largely
voluntary Post-Partition. Myron Weiner categorised the movement of
people into two groups- unwanted migrants,i.e.,those who are not liked
by the host community, and rejected people. Hazarika is of the view

that a migrant is not necessarily a refugee, and that'Refugee' remains a
political term. A refugee can be a migrant. According to him, a migrant
is not forcibly evicted or displaced. He/she chooses to move (Hazarika,
2006).The situation ofpost-Partition West Bengal has also been written

by various scholars who have enriched our understanding by focusing
on m)Tiad issues. In this paper, an attempt has been made to look at a

few selected works related to Partition, and present an analysis of the
same with special reference to West Bengal.
Rehabilitation, Resettlement or Relief?

Various terms were used for the Hindus who left East Bengal and shifted
to West Bengal after the Partition of India. Those who left before 15th

October 1947,theterm displaced wasusedbythe governmentto referto
them.Later they were referred to as'migrants'and were further divided

into two groups- 'old migrants'(who migrated before 1958), and 'new
migrants'(who migrated between January 1964-March 1971). People
who came to West Bengal between 1958 and 1964 were excluded from

the definition of migrants (Chaudhury, Dey, 2009). Calcutta declared
that a person had to have migrated to West Bengal before the end of

June 1948, and also, had to be registered as a 'bonafide refugee' before
January 1949.Bonafide'registered'refugees were entitled only to'relief,
but not rehabilitation', as the policy was based on the premise that the
refugees would eventually return( Chatterji, 2007). Another clause
4

according to the definition ofcitizenship provided by Article 6states that
if a person has migrated to India before 19^^ July 1948,he/she would be
considered a citizen. However, if an individual migrated to India after
19^ July 1948,then it was mandatory to reside in India for six months,
and then register with a government official before attaining Indian
citizenship. Therefore, it is apparent that the Government of India was
primarily concerned about the resettlement of the refugees from West
Pakistan, and that the national leadership was ambivalent regarding its
responsibilities towards the Bengali Hindu refugees from East Pakistan.
Nehru's letter to Bidhan Chandra Roy, the then Chief Minister of West
Bengal, reflected that kind of ambivalence. To quote him:
"It is wrong to encourage any large-scale migration from East

Bengal to the west. Indeed,ifsuch a migration takes place. West
Bengal and to some extent the Indian union would be overwhelmed
... Ifthey come over to West Bengal, we must look after them. But it
is no service to them to encourage them to join the vast mass of

refugees who can at best be poorly cared for".
Mohanlal Saksena, the then Rehabilitation Minister of the Government

of India made it clear to the representatives of Tripura, Assam, Bihar,
Orissa and West Bengal, in a meeting held in the Writers' Building on
March 2,1950,that the Government's work would be restricted to relief

only rather than to rehabilitation. Moreover, Saksena was in favour of
establishing the reliefcamps in the border areas to facilitate their quick
return to their homeland. However,it is to be noted that the Constitution

of 1950 had given powers to the Centre to dictate rehabilitation policy
throughout India, which in turn to a great extent complicated the
situation.

One thingthat needs to be mentioned here is thatthose who crossed over

to West Bengal from East Pakistan from the late 1940s and early 1950s

primarily belonged to the upper or middle classes who did not prefer to
go to the government organised camps. In fact, it has become almost a
world-wide phenomenon that where there is a choice either to receive

protection and assistance in camp or to bypass the refugee camps and
self-settle without support or with partial supports,the majority of the
refugees prefer self-settlement. The question may arise that, why does
the majority ofthe world refugees choose self-settlement? Probably this

is because they prefer to have no support or partial support than to lose
their freedom of movement,and self-reliance as it played an important
role in the case of the East Bengali upper caste refugees. Moreover, due
to their class character, their natural destination was Calcutta where

they hoped to find jobs or professional opportunities suitable for them.
Many ofthem had friends, relatives and acquaintances in Calcutta, who

initially helped them to resettle here. In a way, a social network system
of these displaced people played an important role to reconstruct their

lives on the other side of the border. Even those who belonged to the
middle class and comparatively worse off families, and did not possess
many resources, did not prefer to settle in the refugee camps mainly
because oftheir maan (honour). So, basically, those who took shelter in
the camps were very poor and mainly agriculturalists who did not have

any other option but to opt for refugee camps.(Chaudhury, Dey,2009)
A BriefAnalysis ofa government-provided space(Jirat),self-found/
organised space(Azadgarh),and Cooper's Camp
An interesting work on the experiences of refugees in the context of

West Bengal has focused on two places namely- Jirat and Azadgarh.
These two presents striking differences between the experiences of
camp re^gees, that is those who were resettled by the government,
and the self-settled' refugee, whose rehabilitation was entirely the
result oftheir efforts.Jirat was a space that was inhospitable.The people
who arrived m this place came empty-handed. The population of this
camp comprised(who arrived in 1950)- Brahmins,weavers,fishermen,
carpenters, potters washer-men, blacksmiths, bell-metal-smiths,

workers, and scheduled castes. Some came from modest backgrounds,
but almost all had enjoyed a high sense offinancial security in erstwhile
East Bengal.Setting up ofa rehabilitation camp for destitute, but mainly

literate refugees m the middle of a malarial swamp many miles away
from the nearest town seem illogical. The chief problem cited by the
residents ofthe camp was the lack of employment around Jirat, as local
peoplewerepreferredHowever,Azadgarhpresentsad^
comparison
to Jirat.The refugees in Azadgarh belonged to higher castes,
with a few namshudras, moderately educated, who earned Ll in East
°"^break of communal

rnl^rrriosfto
andandwere
themselves. It was
a place close to f!^
ractories.
al«;r» able
i^ari to organise
^ i
Thiic tha rofiiaooc lA,

^mpty houses left by Muslims.

they did face resistaTceThaS^^^^^
v.v.iidLLerji, AiUO?). These two places located
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