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Abstract 

The „Refugee and Migration Problem‟ is not a new phenomenon on the pages of History. 

However, in case of Bengal, it was largely the product of Bengal‟s Partition in 1947. With 

the Partition of British India and therewith also of Bengal in 1947 the influx of refugees 

and migrants into West Bengal got accelerated. Occasional riots, panic, rumor and 

frequent ups and downs of India‟s relationship with Pakistan- were some of the deciding 

factors which made the minorities of East Bengal rush towards West Bengal.  

At first, both the Central Government of India and the State Government of West Bengal 

did not take the refugee problem seriously. Because, the architects of Partition felt - the 

„Two-Bengals‟ were a very different proposition and from the perspective of culture, 

language and tradition, the two-halves were so akin to each other that the migrants would 

ultimately return their own homes.  Very soon, it became evident that the refugees who 

entered West Bengal would not return; rather their number would increase day by day. 

Thus, the Government of India tried to stop such unexpected exodus by holding an Inter-

Dominion Conference in April 1948 and signing the Nehru-Liaquat Pact on 8th April 1950 

with Pakistan. But all these attempts failed as the minorities of East Pakistan continued 

entering West Bengal.  

Though, the Government of West Bengal did not want that the minorities of East Pakistan 

should abandon their hearths and homes however, It could not allow the existing refugee 

problem to assume a critical shape. Accordingly, It undertook threefold rehabilitation 

programs - (a) Relief (b) Rehabilitation and (c) General measures. For giving relief and 

rehabilitation the refugees were subsequently divided into – (a) „Old Migrants‟ i.e. those 

who entered West Bengal between October 1946 and March 1958, (b) „In-between 

Migrants‟ i.e. those who entered  West Bengal between April 1958 and December 1963 - 

these refugees were not entitled to any rehabilitation assistance (c) „New Migrants‟ i.e. 

those who entered West Bengal between January 1964 and March 1971 - they were 

considered to be competent for rehabilitation if they opted for the same outside West 

Bengal. 

Till 1949, the Central Government had persistently been denying to acknowledge the 

severity of refugee crisis in West Bengal. The riots of 1950 ultimately forced the Central 

Authorities to accept the same. However, in case of Bengal there was no plan to exchange 
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the minority populations and to provide compensation to refugees for loss of land and 

livelihood- all these were pursued in case of Punjab only. Until 1956 the Government only 

gave mindless ad-hoc assistance to the East Bengali refugees in the form of loans and 

undertook ill-planned rehabilitation schemes primarily to disperse the refugees from the 

camps. Thus, the refugees who could not find or did not take shelter in the Government-

run camps discovered the art of self-rehabilitation by simply squatting on the public or 

private fallow lands that led to the commencement of a bitter conflict between the land 

owners and squatters. For mitigating the conflict, the West Bengal Act XVI of 1951 was 

passed. Finally, the refugees formed the United Central Refugee Council which started 

vehement agitations for proper relief, scientific rehabilitation and repeal of the Act XVI of 

1951. Ultimately, in 1956 it became the official policy to make rehabilitation conditional 

upon resettlement outside West Bengal. Thus, the Dandakanya Project came into being 

with an area of 78,000 square miles consisting of Koraput and Kalahandi Districts in 

Orissa and Bastar in Madhyapradesh.  

In this way, the Central Government gradually shifted Its policies towards East Bengali 

refugees from relief to rehabilitation. However, this rehabilitation policy was always 

coupled with the fear that any handsome rehabilitation programme could lead to a total 

migration from East Bengal. Because, the Government considered that economic factors 

rather than communal violence stimulated the influx of the refugees. This meant, the 

refugee rehabilitation policy of the Government was determined by the degree of 

„Partition violence‟. The Government thought, the Hindus and Sikhs of West Punjab had 

practically been driven out of their homes thus, declared Punjab situation as national crisis. 

On the contrary, the „small-scale and chronic violence‟ in Bengal made the Government 

think that Bengalis were not the true victims of Partition; consequently they were 

„illegitimate‟ contenders for rehabilitation and were represented as „troublemakers‟, „lazy‟, 

and „parochial‟. Such a representation arguably allowed the State to shift the  blame from 

Its own failures at rehabilitation to the intrinsic nature of the Bengali refugees.  

The Left Front Government after coming to power in West Bengal in 1977 under took 

some initiatives to deal with the refugee problem seriously. But it was not easy to get the 

problem solved over night as the flow of the refugees was still on. Furthermore, as soon as 

It came to power, many refugees who got settled in the Dandakaranya region in the 1960s 

left the area and entered Marichjhapi in West Bengal and tried to get resettled there. 

However, they were finally evicted from there and were sent back to Dandakaranya.  
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The struggle of the refugees for existence added new phenomenon to the society-economy 

and polity of West Bengal. On the contrary, the influx of the poor Bangladeshi Muslims 

into West Bengal has transformed the demographic scenario of Murshidabad, Malda, 

Midnapore, West Dinajpur, North 24 Pargana and South 24 Pargana Districts. Besides, the 

demographic scenario of Darjeeling experienced a rapid change because of the continuous 

influx of the migrants from Nepal, Bhutan and Tibet and they had started vehement 

agitations for a separate State.   

Thus, the „Refugee and Migration Problem‟ in West Bengal still remains unsolved because 

of the „step-motherly‟ attitude and „ill-planned‟ rehabilitation schemes of the Government. 

In this whirlpool of mass migration Bengali Hindus became the chief sufferers. on the 

other hand, the Muslims in West Bengal being 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‟.  

  


