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Chapter-VI   

Conclusion  

Teler shishi bhanglo bole khukur pare rag karo; tomra je sab burho khoka Bharat bhenge 

bhag karo tar bela! 1 (You get angry upon the baby girl for breaking an oil-phial; and when 

you all old baby boys divide India by breaking it then!) 

The famous Bengali litterateur Annadashankar Roy had tried to question the legality of 

dividing India and thereby of Bengal in such a way. In fact, the Partition of India and thereby 

of Bengal was not only the Partition of a State rather it was more than that. It was a division 

of minds, family, friends, memory, history, culture and obviously of homelands or desh. It 

led to the displacement of lakhs of people and destruction of countless precious lives. As a 

consequence of Partition, father lost his children; children lost the ir parents, husband lost his 

wife; wife lost her husband, even there was an exchange of orphans and lunatics between the 

two countries. Urvashi Butalia through her book „Other Side of Silence’ has presented 

different facets of Partition- how families were divided, how friendship suffered across the 

border, how people coped with the Partition ordeal, how they re-built their lives, how their 

experiences of displacement and trauma shaped their lives and so on. Through interviews and 

oral narratives she has tried to capture the history of the impact of Partition in Punjab. Sadat 

Hossain Minto in his story „Toba Tek Sing‟ has shown how the Indian lunatics were being 

transferred from the Pakistani madhouse. Sarjubala Sen formed an orphanage asylum for the 

orphans at Bhola in East Bengal under the name „Shishusadan‟. After the Partition of Bengal 

when she had to leave her desh the Muslim children were sent to „Sallimullah Orphanage‟ in 

Dhaka and taking the Hindu children she formed „Thakurpukur Shishusadan‟ at the outskirts 

of Calcutta.2 And the cruelest outcome of Partition was that countless women were either 

raped or abducted or subjected to commit suicide under compulsion. Thus, Partition was a 

great disaster for India in general and Bengal and Punjab in particular.  

The most immediate outcome of the Partition of Bengal was the creation of the „Refugee and 

Migration Problem‟ in West Bengal. And the main cause of it, as the desertion found, was 

mostly the wrong assumption of the majority of the „pre-and-post-partition‟ national leaders. 

Thus, Joya Chaterji noted that the architects of Partition committed the gravest error by 

making the assumption that in spite of Partition the Hindu and Muslim minorities of the both 

sides of the border for the most part would stay where they were. They failed to comprehend 
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that creating separate Hindu and Muslim States by dividing the province would spark off 

huge migrations. The latter incidents proved that how wrong their assumption was! The 

minorities who found themselves on wrong side of the new borders felt exposed and 

vulnerable and thus left their hearths and homes in search of a safe shelter in the midst of 

their co-religionists.3 Even after the Partition they made an assumption that the refugees who 

had come and were coming into West Bengal would go back as soon as the situation would 

permit. And perhaps in that hope the Bengal border was kept open to people till 1952.4  

The refugees too gave the Government a clue to think in the line that the refugee problem in 

West Bengal was a temporary one and they were rushing towards West Bengal more because 

of the economic considerations. As there were some of the refugees who within a few days of  

reaching the rehabilitation sites left the place as soon as they got the Government‟s 

assistance. Furthermore, the Bengali refugees did not come into West Bengal with a single 

wave rather they were pouring into West Bengal with occasional intervals. The reason might 

have been that in comparison to Punjab the degree of violence was low in East Bengal. At the 

same time, in Punjab both the communities fought tooth and nail almost from the equal 

footing. But in Bengal the case was totally different from that. Here the minorities in both the 

parts failed to give befitting reply to the attackers rather they simply escaped. However, as 

time rolled on, West Bengal, due to the careful handling of the refugees by the Left Parties 

which drove the refugee-force against establishment, could somehow keep itself away from 

the influence of communalism but the other part of Bengal failed to do the same. Thus, the 

influx that once started in the wake of Partition in 1947 still continues.  

The Noakhali riot of 1946 and finally the Partition of Bengal in 1947 followed by occasional 

riots, panic and rumour and frequent ups and downs of India‟s relationship with Pakistan 

were all the deteriorating and deciding factors that made the minorities of East Bengal rush 

towards West Bengal in ever increasing numbers. All these led to the complete breakdown of 

the mental strength of the minorities who once fought against the mighty Britishers! And the 

most disastrous incident for the minorities of East Bengal was that most of their leaders left 

for West Bengal at the earliest. Thus, they were left, in a sense, leaderless in a battle of their 

„life and death‟ and accordingly their disappearance from the scene was a matter of time 

only.5  

While most of the minorities in East Bengal made an uncertain journey towards the Indian 

States especially West Bengal, the Muslims, on the other hand, in West Bengal being 
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terrorized and in some cases displaced huddled together „in discrete and densely populated 

„Muslim pockets‟, which pushed them out of the mainstream of Bengal‟s political and social 

life, an increasingly embattled, isolated, alienated and angry minority in the new state‟.6 The 

net outcome of the development what the Muslim masses in general was to digest was that a 

large number of them became Muhajir  in Pakistan and those who stayed back in India were 

left „at the same ground that haunted the League leaders throughout the British period.‟  

 The refugee rehabilitation policy of the Government of India, as it found, was influenced by 

its understanding of Partition violence. The Government thought that the Hindus and Sikhs of 

West Punjab had practically been driven out of their homes thus it considered the situation in 

Punjab as a national crisis. On the contrary, in the face of the ‘small-scale chronic violence‟ 

in Bengal, made the Government to think that Bengalese were not the true victims of 

Partition. Nehru thus, once commented that the Bengalis by coming fits and starts have 

proved that they had the option whether to leave or not. Thus, extent of violence became a 

deciding factor for being considered the incoming minorities of Eas t Bengal into West 

Bengal as refugees and for being eligible for relief and rehabilitation. Haimanti Roy noted, 

the Indian state considered the migration of refugees from East Bengal as „unwarranted‟ and 

consequently they were „illegitimate‟ contenders for  rehabilitation.7 Being convinced of such 

conviction the in-between migrants i.e. those who came into West Bengal between April 

1958 and December, 1963, had been deprived of any sorts of Government‟s assistance. As 

Chakrabarti noted the „Government simply forgot them‟.8  

The initial policy of the Government was to halt the inflow of the refugees from East Bengal 

by signing various agreements and treaties. It signed an inter-Dominion Agreement in 1948 

and the Nehru-Liaquat Pact in 1950 with the Government of Pakistan to stop the mass 

migration. However, both these agreements failed to rescue the lost confidence of the 

minorities of East Bengal and the result had been that they started hitting the shore of West 

Bengal like high waves. In the mean time, the West Bengal Government could comprehend 

that the refugees would not go back rather their number would increase keeping pace with the 

passing moments of time. In such a situation, It undertook various measures for the relief and 

rehabilitation of the displaced persons by setting up a Rehabilitation Board. Besides giving 

reliefs, attempts were also made for the establishment of the Government sponsored colonies 

and in this way the first Government sponsored colony came into existence in 1948 under the 

name of Fatapukur Government Sponsored Refugee Colony.  
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But what the Government of West Bengal was doing for the refugees was far below from the 

requirement. As for grants It had to depend upon the Central Government that was very much 

busy in dealing with the refugees from the West Pakistan and tried to deal with the refugees 

from East Pakistan in accordance with its convenience. It was behaving in such a way as if 

there was no refugee problem in West Bengal at all. Thus, though the refugees criticized Dr. 

Bidhan Chandra Roy by saying ‘Bidhan tumi bidhan janona’9 [Bidhan (Dr. Bidhan Chandra 

Roy) you do not know principle] and West Bengal Government‟s response towards the 

refugees was criticized for being „tardy and half-hearted‟10 but it cannot be ignored that in 

those turbulent years, when Central Government seemed to be callous towards the Bengali 

refugees, Dr. Roy took initiatives to find out means for lessening the sufferings of the 

refugees.11  

However, the Central Government could not keep its eyes closed in front of the deteriorating 

situation created by the arrival of the refugees in West Bengal. Till 1949, the Central 

Government had persistently been denying to acknowledge the severity of the crisis in West 

Bengal. However, the riots of 1950 ultimately forced the authorities to accept the existence of 

a refugee crisis in the eastern zone. Hence, It started Its belated relief and rehabilitation 

programme for the Bengali refugees.12 But in Bengal there was no agenda to implement a 

full- fledged exchange of minority population; and to provide compensation to refugees for 

loss of land and livelihood. All those were followed in case of Punjab only. In Punjab, the 

local people also stood by the refugees so strongly that the Government could not but handle 

the refugee problem so actively that within a few years, Punjab could come out from its 

deteriorating condition and became one of the most advanced states of India.  

In Bengal, as noted, the authorities were neither in favor of population exchange nor giving 

any compensation to the refugees for their loss of property and livelihood. Thus, until 1956 

the Government did not devise any comprehensive policy of rehabilitation and economic re-

integration for the East Bengali refugees. It gave mindless ad hoc assistance to them in the 

form of loans which was mostly spent on paltry relief and undertook grossly insufficient and 

ill-planned rehabilitation schemes primarily with a view to dispersing the refugees from the 

camps.13At last, in 1956 it became official policy „to make rehabilitation conditional upon 

resettlement outside West Bengal in „empty‟ lands, which were generally remote and 

marginal lands ill-suited to rehabilitation.‟14  
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Though the response of the Central Government towards the Bengali refugees was slow yet 

finally it had to acknowledge that the „Refugee and Migration Problem‟ in West Bengal was 

not a temporary one rather permanent. Thus, it gradually shifted its policies towards East 

Bengali refugees from relief to rehabilitation and it signified the official acknowledgement of 

the Government that this migration was permanent. However, the rehabilitation policy of the 

Government was always coupled with the fear that any large scale rehabilitation programme 

in West Bengal could led to a whole sale migration from East Bengal. As the Government 

considered that economic factors rather than communal violence; stimulated the influx of the 

migrants from East Bengal. And such conviction of the Government was strengthened by the 

fact that even in the absence of any major riots between 1950 and 1964 the migration 

continued in the eastern border. Accordingly, by 1956 the Indian Government in an attempt 

to bring the migration to an end began to close its relief camps. By 1958 the Government of 

West Bengal followed the lead of the Central Government and shut down most of its relief 

camps and stopped giving all financial assistance. At the same time, the Indian state 

announced that anyone crossing the border after 1958 would no longer be legally 

acknowledged by the state as a refugee.15  

Government‟s plan to send the refugees out of West Bengal, was not welcomed by the 

refugees themselves and many others and against that plan, a strong public opinion grew 

within West Bengal. They formed many plans in order to avert the exile of the Bengali Hindu 

refugees to such places which were geographically and linguistically different from that of 

West Bengal. As the Bengal Rehabilitation Organization suggested that the existing 1.5 

million acres of cultivable waste land could effectively be used for the agricultural 

colonization and rehabilitation of the East Bengali Hindu refugees. In 1950, it presented a 

plan that claimed that if the rehabilitation process was scientifically planned and 

implemented it may give a new lease of life to the decadent, truncated state of West Bengal 

and gave a call for mechanized and co-operative farming through large scale land 

colonization program.16 It further suggested colonizing land in the areas like Manipur, Bihar 

and Tripura.17 Likewise, economist Radha Kamal Mukherjee in his introduction to the non–

official plan measured the cultivable land (excluding the current fallow) to 173 lakh acres in 

Assam, 64.5 lakh acres in Bihar and 28 lakh acres in West Bengal and demanded strongly 

that Bengali refugees should be rehabilitated in contiguous Bengali speaking areas.18 

However, all these plans, as noted earlier, were left unheard.  
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In the face of the inadequate relief and „ill-planned‟ rehabilitation the refugees themselves 

took initiatives to get themselves resettled. Thus, a number of squatters‟ colonies came into 

existence in West Bengal. This led to the growth of a bitter quarrel between the refugees and 

the land owners. In order to mitigate the conflict between the land owners and the squatters 

the West Bengal Act XVI of 1951 was passed. Though the Act was basically passed to vacate 

the land from the grip of the refugees but the Act gave provision that if a person 

uninterruptedly remained in unauthorized occupation of lands for three months then no 

criminal cases could be filed against him. Only a civil case could be drawn against him. But 

the amended version of the Act gave the owners of the lands the opportunity to evict the 

persons in unauthorized occupation of land through a legally established process. However, 

an exception was made through the declaration that no order of eviction or compensation 

would be executed against such displaced person who was in unauthorized occupation on 31st 

December 1950 until the Government gave him alternative land. Soon these colo nies were 

organized under numerous refugee organizations based on the various colony committees 

which formed the nucleus of the establishment of first Nikhil Vanga Bastuhara Karma 

Parishad (All Bengal Refugee Council in Action) or NVBKP in 1948 and then United 

Central Refugee Council (UCRC) in1950.  

The Government could not understand what to do with these refugees and the local people of 

West Bengal looked upon them with contempt. There must have been some instances to 

show that the local people of West Bengal stood by these rootless people but it was too 

insufficient to their need.  There needed a joint action of the refugees and the local people of 

West Bengal against the Central Government for materializing its pre-Partition promises and 

for a planned economic rehabilitation of as many as displaced persons West Bengal could 

contain through a vast programme of land reclamation or setting up industrialized and self-

sufficient townships. „The withdrawal of the people of West Bengal in the face of the influx 

of refugees put the whole country to a disastrous rout. The visible symbol of this rout is the 

extremely provisional bamboo-and-tile shacks which line both sides of the railway tracks in 

the urban conurbation of Calcutta and other urban agglomeration in all parts of West 

Bengal.‟19 

In the face of the continuous agitation of the refugees for the regularization of the Squatters‟ 

Colonies the Government finally selected some of the colonies for the regularization but no 

attempt was made to prevent the rapid establishment of the fresh squatters‟ colonies. Thus, 
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with the passage of time the number of the refugee colonies went on multiplying and the 

agitation of the refugees for the regularization of these colonies continued. Many of these 

squatters‟ colonies were established by grabbing Government or private land and it created a 

stunning affect on both the Government and the local people. The Government of West 

Bengal fell into a great dilemma as the regularization of the colonies involved of an 

amendment of the Constitution for acquiring land at 1946 rates and again it could not evict 

the refugees from these colonies unless making arrangement for alternative accommodation 

in the vicinity of the areas of their residence. Furthermore, Its hands were full with refugees 

in the Government camps. Thus, the State Government could do nothing positive relating to 

the matter until the Central Government fixed its mind about the economic rehabilitation of 

the refugees from East Pakistan. When the Central Government took up the Dandakaranya 

Project for the economic rehabilitation of the refugees it was meant only for the 35,000 

refugee families residing in the Government camps. „There was no survey of the refugee 

population and the squatters‟ colonies completely escaped the notice of the Central 

Government…by 1961 the Central Government arrived at the conclusion that the problem of 

the refugees in West Bengal was a residuary one.‟20 In the face of the agitation in 1987 the 

Prime Minister of India in an election eve of declaration made a commitment that all the 

squatters‟ colonies established prior to January 1971 would be regularized. However, this 

declaration that involved 956 squatters‟ colonies as per the calculation of the Refugee Relief 

& Rehabilitation Department of the State Government could not solve the problem as the 

squatters‟ colonies continued to grow even after 1970.  

The establishment of UCRC marked the beginning of a new era in the history of the refugee 

movement in West Bengal. It was a grass root organization of the refugees which consisted 

of various left parties in which CPI ruled high. It organized the refugees to press the 

Government to repeal the Act XVI of 1951 and for providing adequate relief, scientific 

rehabilitation and voting right. It was because of the strong leadership of the UCRC the 

vagabonds and the rootless refugees appeared to be a strong political force and later on 

appeared to be the agent of political transition in West Bengal. The UCRC directed the 

refugee struggle against the Establishment and discreetly propelled the refugees towards the 

Left. The refugees during the period 1951-67 developed into the striking arm of the CPI and 

subsequently of the CPI (M). It was during this period that West Bengal passed through a 

series of movements i.e. the Tram Fare Resistance Movement, the All Bengal Teachers 

Association‟s Movement, the Food Movement of 1959 and 1966 - in all those movements the 
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refugees played crucial roles. In 1967 the Congress was expulsed from the power and a 

combined Government of the Bangla Congress and the Left Parties came to power in West 

Bengal. And finally in 1977 the Left parties attained undisputed majority and formed the 

Government in West Bengal.  

Though the Central Government took up the Dandakaranya Project with a view to providing 

economic rehabilitation to the Bengali refugees yet the Project could not attain the desired 

success due to, as it appeared, the wrong selection of the sites coupled with other reasons 

noted earlier. Thus, so far the issue of rehabilitation o f the Bengali refugees in West Bengal 

is concerned it can be said that the attempt of the Government in this regard was not up to the 

mark. The East Bengali refugees were alternatively represented as „troublemakers‟, „lazy‟, 

„economically needy‟ and „parochial‟ and such a representation arguably allowed the State to 

shift  the blame from its own failures at rehabilitation to the „inherent‟ nature of the Bengali 

refugees. However, any criticism, limitations or evidence of failure of the rehabilitation 

schemes failed to find place within official documentation.21  

The Bengali refugees were termed as parochial when they protested against inadequate 

rehabilitation measures in settling them outside of West Bengal and began returning to West 

Bengal. While reporting on the failure of the Government to rehabilitate the Bengali refugees 

outside of West Bengal such as Orissa and Bihar, the Rehabilitation Minister, A. P. Jain, 

noted during his Calcutta tour in January 1951 that, “an important factor that stood in the wa y 

of rehabilitation of East Bengal refugees was their disinclination to leave West Bengal and 

adapt themselves to new environments in other states…” He further opined that the East 

Bengal refugee, “was still unsettled in his mind and had not broken all tie s with East Bengal” 

and “looked back longingly to his paddy field, his cottage and the natural conditions of that 

province. Many families were also divided half the number having been left behind.”22 But 

he forgot to mention in his speech that the region in Orissa where the refugees were settled 

had experienced famine conditions for the past few years. Rather, psychological insecurities, 

instead of material conditions were highlighted as the reasons for the failure of the 

rehabilitation of the Bengali refugees outside of West Bengal.23 Bhaskar Rao thus depicted 

the Bengali refugee as a “creature apart.” In describing Government‟s repeated efforts to shut 

down the relief camps and rehabilitate them in spaces outside of West Bengal, Rao blames 

the psychological makeup of the East Bengali refugees. He wrote;  
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The more serious difficu lty arose out of a certain psychological weakness or deficiency among the fairly large 

sections of the camp population. Many showed a reluctance to forgo the advantages of gratuitous relief …. the 

refugee sought sanctuary in India already broken in spirit as well as in body, or whether because long exposure 

to doles had demoralized him, here was a mood most frustrating to the rehabilitation effort….
24

  

On the contrary, he depicted the Punjabi refugees as symbols of „toughness…sturdy sense of 

self reliance and pride‟ that never let them „submit to the indignity of living on doles and 

charity.‟ Even at the time of his supreme trial the indomitable Punjabi refugees would not 

stoop to accept charity, never would their proud hands be stretched out to receive alms …25  

But it must not be forgotten that the Punjabi refugees got a huge amount of evacuee 

properties left by the Muslims. At the same time, both the local people and the Government 

helped them whole heartedly. On the contrary, the Bengali refugees neither got the whole 

hearted support of the Government nor the local people of West Bengal. They had to survive 

amidst all round odds. In spite of it, they had already shown the sign of their entrepreneurship 

by establishing the squatters‟ colonies throughout West Bengal by reclaiming such lands 

which were, in most of the cases, either full of jungles or marshy lands. There was, however, 

no matching effort on the part of the Government to exploit the tremendous zeal and 

dynamism shown by the refugees for rehabilitation. Furthermore, the refugees who were sent 

to Dandakaranya were mainly from riverine regions of East Bengal. The geographical feature 

of Dandakaranya was entirely different from that of Bengal and thus failed to attract the 

refugees spontaneously.  

Thus, G. Kudaisya argued, the desertion from Dandakaranya must be seen as a positive 

choice by the refugees towards self- rehabilitation. The withdrawal from Dandakaranya 

showed a search for rehabilitation and for dignity by the Bengali refugees. It represented the 

desperate attempt of the Bengali refugees to build a home and to recreate a world which lay 

in shambles. The landscape on which this home was to be built was naturally conditioned by 

images of Sonar Bangla or Golden Bengal.26 In Dandakaranya, Bihar, Orissa, Rajasthan, 

Uttar Pradesh, Andaman, Tripura etc. wherever the Bengali refugees found irrigated lands 

they proved that they could reclaim land hitherto considered as irreclaimable and exploit at 

best the full productive potentiality of the lands at their disposal. Several instances of 

successful rehabilitation outside of West Bengal proved that the Bengali refugees were 

equally enterprising and mobile as other displaced groups. One of the examples of the most 

successful rehabilitation of the Bengali refugees was in Tripura that may be regarded as the 
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cultural extension of the Bengal landscape which was a part of undivided Be ngal during the 

British period.  

When the Left Front Government came to the power in 1977 it under took some programs to 

deal with the refugee problem seriously. But it was not an easy task to get the refugee 

problem solved over night as the flow of the refugees into West Bengal from East Pakistan 

was still on. Another difficulty that the Government of West Bengal faced was that as soon as 

it came to the power a large number of the refugees who were settled in the Dandakaranya 

region in the 1960s left the area and entered West Bengal and they tried to get themselves 

settled on their own in the Sundarban region in West Bengal. However, they were at last 

evicted from there and were sent back to Dandakaranya who after reaching there started their 

struggle for existence anew.  

The struggle of the refugees which started in the wake of the Partition of Bengal and found 

its expression through the establishment of the Squatters‟ Colonies, Satyagraha Movement of 

the camp refugees, fleeing from Dandakaranya and settling down in Marichjhapi and finally 

their returning to Dandakaranya continues down to this day in the various Squatters‟ and 

Government Sponsored or Private Colonies of West Bengal, in the villages of Dandakaranya, 

in the Sunderbans delta, in the Assam Valley and Tripura or in many other places. While the 

male folk of the marginalized refugee families could survive themselves by picking up some 

petty jobs or something else but many of the young women of the squatters‟ colonies being 

burdened with a family of sick or old parents and young brothers or sisters compelled to 

move towards wrong directions. As Chakrabarti noted: 

 These young women of the colonies travel to Calcutta during office hours. Usually people take them for 

college students or working girls. Actually they walk the streets of Calcutta and earn between Rs. 600 and Rs. 

3000 a month…What is the most disturbing is that their way of life is finding acceptance among young men and 

women of the conformist, traditional society of West Bengal. The abysmal poverty of the refugees is pulling 

down the entire existing social order; the dividing line between the refugees and non -refugees are gradually 

getting obliterated; they are becoming equal in poverty; the mushrooming of colonies, Bangladeshi and non -

Bengali, continues; and the West Bengal countryside is turning into a vast slum where a teeming population will 

continue to grow and live in the indescribable misery.
27

  

The president of the Bengal Rehabilitation Organization, Shyamaprasad Mukherjee asserted 

that it was „moral‟ duty of the Government of India to guarantee that those who crossed the 

border received sufficient relief and rehabilitation. Failure to provide such assistance, he 

cautioned, might lead to that inevitable destiny where the abject poverty, illiteracy scorn and 
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disdain from all around, and hunger and social disintegration and moral degeneration are sure 

to lead. The younger boys and girls will become specters of their former selves as they are 

tending to be; the boys - pickpockets‟, pilferers and thieves and the girls will take to the life 

of shame and vice beyond redemption.28  

It would perhaps be wrong to suggest that the migration of the minorities from East Bengal 

helped a lot to strengthen the economic base of the majority community over there. The 

Muslims of East Bengal must have got some of the landed property free of cost or purchased 

at the cheapest rate. But that could not meet the demand of the hungry belly for long. On the 

other hand, due to the departure of the high caste Bengalis almost in every walk of 

professional fields there lay a number of posts vacant. And as the middle class Muslims of 

East Pakistan and later on Bangladesh was yet to take the present shape thus they 

immediately could not fill up that lacuna. In this way, though Bengali Hindus lost the landed 

property and the age long bond with that part of land but Bangladesh lost its brilliant sons 

and daughters who once made it proud through their dedications and achievements as East 

Bengal‟s most of the men of fame and letters left for West Bengal. They had to struggle hard 

to resettle themselves on the hard soil of West Bengal. Their struggle to come out from their 

‘Bangaal’ culture in the face of what is considered as the „superior‟ culture of West Bengal, 

the struggle of the refugee young boys for their existence, the determination of the refugee 

women for their self-establishment, all these added a new degree to the society-economy and 

polity of West Bengal. Alongside, they had tried to retain the memory of their past life by 

simply keeping the name of their colonies, houses, shops, and clubs in the name of the places 

now in East Pakistan. 

Alongside, the influx of the minorities from Bangladesh continued and the mushrooming up 

of the new squatters‟ colonies basically on railway and Government land and other places 

went on. On the contrary, the influx of the poor Bangladeshi Muslims into West Bengal has 

transformed the demographic scenario of the border zones of the some of the districts such as 

Murshidabad, Malda, Midnapore, West Dinajpur, North 24 Parganas and South 24 Parganas. 

Almost in the same fashion the Calcutta conurbation has nearly been completely occupied by 

the immigrant labour force, industrialists and businessmen. If such transition continues then 

within a few decades Calcutta will lose its identity as an authentic Bengali city. „According 

to the Census of 1951, the non-Bengalis accounted for 25 percent of the total population in 

Calcutta. According to…1981 Census, the number of non-Bengalis has risen to 36.39 percent 
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of the total population in Calcutta… about 47 percent increase of the non-Bengali population 

in Calcutta in three decades.‟29 On the contrary, the demographic scenario of Darjeeling 

district experienced rapid change because of the continuous influx of the migrants from its 

neighboring states of Nepal, Bhutan and Tibet.  

It may reasonably be mentioned here that both North Bengal and South Bengal witnessed the 

influx of the refugees from the then East- Pakistan though the number of refugees and 

migrants was many times higher in south Bengal in comparison to North Bengal. It is 

interesting enough that when the people of South Bengal had expressed a sign of contempt 

towards the influx of the refugees then the people of North Bengal had helped the refugees at 

their level best. But by the time, the people of South Bengal could adapt themselves with the 

situation but the native people of North Bengal who initially lent their helping hands towards 

the refugees and displaced migrants became intolerant towards them. As a result, north 

Bengal witnessed a series of movements that mainly focused on the preservation of the 

interest of the, as termed, the „son of the soil‟.  

Thus, the „Refugee and Migration Problem‟ in West Bengal was largely the product of its 

partition in 1947. And in this whirlpool of mass migration Bengali Hindus became the chief 

sufferers because of the „step-motherly‟ attitude and „ill-planned‟ rehabilitation schemes of 

the Government. Accordingly, the refugee problem which took place in full swing after the 

publications of the Partition Plan on17th August 1947 still remains unsolved. Again it has 

become common news of arrests and shootings of the Bengali [Hindu?] migrants by the BSF 

on the border side as they off and on try to cross the international border to have a new lease 

of life!  

The refugees in India are not within the purview of the 1951 Law or 1967 Convention. 

However, India‟s generosity towards the refugees derives from its ancient tradition of 

tolerance, acceptance and accommodation. Scholars have often stressed the urgent need for 

India to sign the 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol. But what is more relevant and urgent 

for India in terms of the sanctity of human rights is to find out the causes of influx and to nip 

them in the bud.  

 

 



 

321 

Notes and references 

1. Roy, Annadashankar, ‘Khoka o Khuku’ (Baby Boy and Baby Girl, A Bengali 

Rhyme), 1947. 

2. Bandyapadhyay, Sandip, Deshbhag-Deshtyag, Anustup: Kolkata, 1994, p.102. 

3. Chatterji, Joya, Spoils of Partition, Bengal and India, 1947-67, Cambridge 

University Press: New Delhi, 2007, p.315. 

4. Though, officially it was supposed that the border was kept open so that the people 

could settle in any one of the country as per their choice.  

5. In Bangladesh there are some liberal intelligentsia and secular newspapers, 

magazines and organizations trying for the creation of a secular and enlightened  

new generation. History knows when and to what extent they will be successful in 

their mission. Sinha, Kankar, Deshbhag Sankhyalaghu Sankat Bangladesh, 

published by Shubhapratim Roychaudhury, 2011, Kolkata, p.255. 

6. Chatterji, Joya, op.cit. p.316. 

7. Roy, Haimanti, Citizenship and National Identity in Post-Partition Bengal, 1947-

65. A Dissertation submitted to the Division of Research and Advanced Studies of 

the University of Cincinnati. http://etd.ohiolink.edu.  

8. Chakrabarti, Prafulla K., The Marginal Men: The Refugees and the Left Political 

Syndrome in West Bengal, Lumiere Books: Kalyani, 1990, p.235. 

9. Chakrabarti,Tridib, Ray Mandal, Nirupama, Ghosal, Paulomi (ed), Dhvanso –o-

Nirman: Bangiya Udvastu Samajer Svakathita Bibaran (in Bengali), D and P 

graphics Pvt. Ltd: Calcutta, 2007, p.15. 

10. Kudaisya, Ganesh, „Divided Landscapes Fragmented Identities: East Bengal 

Refugees and their Rehabilitation in India, 1947-79‟ in Low, D.A, and Brasted,   

Howard, (ed.), Freedom, Trauma and Continuities- Northern India and 

Independence, Sage Publication India Pvt. Ltd: New Delhi, 1998, p.111. 

11. However, Joya Chatterji has provided a different opinion regarding the role of Dr. 

Roy regarding the refugee relief and rehabilitation. She noted that „…from the 

start, he looked at refugees through the prism of politics. He regarded them as 

cannon fodder which the opponents of his extremely insecure ministry were ready 

to deploy to embarrass his government‟ She further noted that „Roys policy was 

guided by two main tenets. First, refugees were to be strongly discouraged from 

coming to West Bengal; to this end they were to be offered as little relief as 

http://etd.ohiolink.edu/


 

322 

government could get away with. Secondly, help was to be given to the refugees 

who arrived  despite government‟s best efforts to keep them out only on the 

condition that they did precisely as they were told by the state‟ Chatterji, Joya, op. 

cit., pp. 130-31.    

12. The First Five Year Plan-A Draft Outline, Government of India, Planning 

Commission, July 1951, p.47. 

13. Joya Chatterji has summarized the response of the Government towards refugees in 

West Bengal as a policy of denial and dispersal. Chatterji, Joya, op. cit., pp.127-41. 

14. Sen, Uditi, „Spinster, Prostitute or Pioneer? Images of Refugee Women in Post-

Partition Calcutta‟, http://cadmus.eui.eu.  

15. This changed with the riots of 1964 when the displaced persons were given 

permanent refuge in India through the civil war in Pakistan in 1971 after which 

East Pakistan seceded to become the state of Bangladesh. Subsequently, 

Government of India undertook large-scale measures that sought to integrate 

rehabilitation with the development of the Indian economy. 

16.  „Summary of Refugee Rehabilitation Plan‟, Bengal Rehabilitation Organization in 

SPM Papers, NMML. 

17. Kudaisya, Ganesh, op.cit., in Low, D.A, and Brasted,  Howard, (ed.), op.cit, p.112. 

18. Ibid., p.112. 

19. Chakrabarti Prafulla K., op.cit., pp.411-412. 

20. Ibid., p.413.  

21. However, a close reading of the Council Debates of the West Bengal Legislative 

Assembly in the years 1952-55 reveals, that the government was aware that its 

efforts toward rehabilitation remained limited and that resources often did not 

reach their target population. Council Debates (Official report), West Bengal 

Legislative Council, First Session, June – August 1952, vol. I, 51. 

22. The Statesman, 22 January 1951.  

23. Roy, Haimanti, op. cit., p.254. 

24. Rao, Bhaskar, The Story of Rehabilitation, Government of India, Delhi, 1967, 

p.147.  

25. Ibid., p. 38. 

http://cadmus.eui.eu/


 

323 

26. Kudaisya, Ganesh, op.cit., in Low, D.A, and Brasted,   Howard, (ed.), op.cit,  

p.125. 

27. Chakrabarti, Prafulla K., op.cit, pp. 431-33. 

28. The Problem of Refugees from East Bengal‟, in SPM Papers, #34, Index 1 (1949-

51), NMML. 

29. Chakrabarti, Prafulla K., op.cit., p.419. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


