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Experiences of Refugee Women After Partition (1947-1962): A
Case Study of the Jalpaiguri District, West Bengal

Agnita Pal
[Editorial Note: The present author tries to capture the history of memories of the refugee
women with special reference to Jalpaiguri District as if the latter are re-living their past.
D.A.]

Abstract: Partition and migration can be considered as a mirroring face of Indian
independence. A huge number of refugees entered in India after partition, and among them
a considerable number were women. This particular gender unfortunately bore the most
lasting scars of partition, both physical and mental, as refugees on one hand and for being
women on the other. Adjustment in the new land was very difficult, rather challenging for
them. Jalpaiguri district of West Bengal is in fact flooded with the stories of sufferings of
those women thereby containing a significant history frozen in the memories of those
surviving eyewitnesses. This paper is an attempt to seek attention to those unknown parts
of human history.
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Introduction:

The present year, 2021, as we are celebrating 75" Independence Day and reminiscing the
glorious history of our freedom fighters, who lost their lives and livelihoods in securing
freedom of their motherland, it is rather our duty to throw ample light on other aspects of
independence as well. Similar to various episodes enriching the history of pre-
independence era, the refugee migration in India, made the aftermath of partition
phenomenally important. A huge number of refugees crossed the border and flooded the
Indian subcontinent. Both the men and women, from either side of the border, had to
tremendously suffer due to partition. It became an anathema to their lives. The gender, that
had to pay the highest cost of partition, was undoubtedly the female. Even any word is not
sufficient to describe their sufferings both for being women and for becoming refugees.
They became the common target of all inhuman activities. Sexual assault, abduction, forced
marriages, intimidation became regular events in their life. The mental and physical threats
converted their livable earth into a mere hell. In Ritu Menon and Kamala Bhasin’s words,

Women who were destitute in one way or another by the event, as forced mass

migration led to an extreme disruption of life at all levels and exposed them to a

kind of upheaval that could only proclaim the dark side of freedom. (Menon and
Bhasin 2000: 209).

Being adjacent to East Pakistan, Jalpaiguri district of West Bengal experienced the whole
matter in a delicate way as some of its areas were also partitioned in 1947. Under the
Radcliffe Award the region within the southern police stations of Tetulia, Pachagarh, Boda,
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Debiganj and Patgram comprising a total area of 672 square miles went to Pakistan (De
1981: 80) and Jalpaiguri, Rajganj, Maynaguri, Nagrakata, Dhupguri and Mataili,
Alipurduar, Kalchini, Kumargram, Falakata and Madarihat had remained in India
(Government notification 9483 Jur., dated 27.09.1947). Therefore, Jalpaiguri saw the wrath
of partition very closely. Mostly, the Hindu community of erstwhile eastern parts of Bengal
maintained a steady inflow towards Jalpaiguri district of West Bengal, and it continued on
a regular basis.
Table No. I
District-wise Statistics of Migration from East Pakistan to Jalpaiguri District

(1946-1951)

Sl no. | Name of the districts Male Female
(East Pakistan) (In number) (In number)

1 Kustia 426 383

2 Jossore 784 653

3 Khulna 451 379

4 Rajshahi 676 546

5 Dinajpur 9,662 7,829

6 Rongpur 13,584 11,759

7 Bogura 671 553

8 Pabna 2,185 1,910

9 Dacca 9,005 7,147

10 Mymensingh 9,296 7,741

11 Faridpur 2,540 1,953

12 Bakharganj 1,056 902

13 Tripura 985 729

14 Noakhli 974 648

15 Chittagong 689 467

16 Syllet 280 248

Total 53,264 43,847

Source: Mitra (ed.) 1954: 93-4.

The above table shows that, a huge number of people both men and women from different
parts of East Pakistan entered Jalpaiguri district. The highest number of men and women,
who entered in Jalpaiguri during 1946-1951, were from Rangpur district of Dacca. This
process of refugee exodus continued till 1971, that eventually led to the urbanization of the
district.
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As the historians of post-independence era were not initially much concerned about the
partition history of north Bengal and particularly that related to women, the historical books
are found almost muted regarding this matter. This paper seeks to break that silence and
reveal the blanketed facts about the condition of women in their new destination after
partition. It tries to reveal the trauma of displacement, struggle, and survival through her
voices and experiences hitherto untouched in the regional history.

Experiences of the East Bengal Refugee Women at Their New Destination:

Women had to experience both physical and psychological violence prior to and in the post
partition era. They became the common targets of all inhuman activities, starting from
sexual assaults, abductions, forced marriages, resulting to life sacrifices during this period
of turmoil. The women, who came from East Pakistan to West Bengal and gradually in
north Bengal in later period, were demeaned and inhumanly tortured in every possible way
in their ancestral place and also in their new abode. In words of Gargi Chakravartty,

Violence was inextricably linked to the partition.... Partition stories have become
so poignant because of the direct or indirect violence associated with them
(Chakravartty 2005: 6).

After the declaration of partition, the religious agitation between the two leading
communities - the Hindus and the Muslims, reached to its highest peak. It became very
difficult for the people of the Hindu community, particularly women to stay in East
Pakistan. Their life, honour, chastity, and security were in grave danger. Being generally
considered as the weaker gender, they were being threatened in every possible way by the
Muslim majority community, that ultimately forced them to leave their ancestral places
and thus, they migrated to West Bengal, as well as in Jalpaiguri, with the thought of
securing their chastity and hounor, and to live a secured life again. However, the situation
was not that bearable as per their expectations.

In most of the cases, the destiny of the migrated women was dependent on their economic
status. Like, the elite people of the ‘babu’ community, who somehow could manage to sell
their property at East Pakistan, arranged places to take shelter in the new country (Ghosh
2008: 96). People belonging to the middle class and lower-middle class also arranged
places at rent or took shelter in the houses of their relatives. However, such numbers were
quite few. The bulk of refugees, who successfully migrated to Calcutta, failed to manage
any place other than taking shelter at Sealdah station and those who could not find any
place to stay in Calcutta and its suburban areas, marched towards north Bengal. Many
people directly migrated to north Bengal via Gitaldah border, hill borders, Murshidabad
border etc. as the former being adjacent to East Pakistan. Besides, a sizable population was
also migrated to north Bengal via Assam border as in their opinion, it was easy to manage
the border security officers of Assam border and was also less expensive (Ghosh Personally
interviewed.2021).
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Women Experiences at Relief Camps:

The middle-class refugees took shelter in the houses of their near and dear ones, and
relatives. In some cases, compassionate natives made necessary arrangements for their
survival. Some of them even acquired land for cultivation. However, those who could not
manage anything for survival, had to depend on the relief camps, mostly lacking basic
facilities. In Dipesh Chakrabarty’s writing, “Remembered Villages: Representations of
Hindu-Bengali Memories in the Aftermath of the Partition”, he also mentioned an
interview, where a refugee was found to say that,

I am today vastuhara in this city of Calcutta. I live in relief camp. Some in this
camp have contracted cholera. A vastuhara child died in pox this morning when I
received a handful of flattened rice. I do not dare to approach the ‘relief babu’ who
only gets into a rage if [ try to say something. I do not ask why this has happened”
(Chakrabarty 1998: 136).

This statement explicitly illustrated the condition of refugees during that particular time.
Besides, they had to endure the harshness of the camp officers. Sarala Rani Das (Personally
interviewed), a refugee who took shelter at Indira Colony under Falakata P.S of Jalpaiguri,
recalled her miserable memory of complaining to one of the officials. The concerned
person reprimanded her by saying, ‘Tomra toh r sasurbari aso nai, besi kotha bolle ghar
dhore ber kore dibo’ (You have not come to your clink (in-laws’ home), if you talk too
much, I will take you out by your neck).

Women faced difficulties of various measures at the relief camps. Uma Rani Dutta
(Personally interviewed, 2020), recalled her camp days in Talma Riverside Colony of
Jalpaiguri where, dearth of water, food, and cloths, besides unhealthy situation, irregular
rationing system made their life miserable. Some children died due to the lack of milk.
Besides, there was the case of increasing fatalities due to the outbreak of cholera disease.
And there was no proper system of cremation of such dead bodies. Every day seemed a
nightmare to her. She was then 13 years old and stayed for approximately 36 days at the
camp. Later she and her family moved to Cooch Behar.

Tushar Singh has narrated a pathetic story of women suffering. According to his
description, at Bhadrakali Refugee Women’s Camp, a case of women persecution was
reported. On 19™ and 20" October 1954, those women were physically tortured by a group
of outsiders. Subsequently, they were admitted to the nearby hospitals. Instead of arresting
those men, the relatives of victim women were put into prison. Those anti-socialists were
responsible for pushing the lives of many young women and girls to the way of darkness.
It was not a sole example, rather repetitions of such incidents were quite common. On 10™
February 1956 again a group of people attacked Bhadrakali Camp at night and severely
tortured ten women. The police forces generally preferred to keep silence on such matter.

To protest this physical violence, a meeting was held which was presided by Subarna
Sengupta. They presented several demands to the government, which was not at all
encouraged by the latter. To check their further progress in this regard, the camp
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administrators stopped doles of 17 families as punishment, which again boosted the protest
movement. On 15" may, 1956, another meeting was arranged at Uttarpara where some
leaders like, Kunja Dasgupta, Usha Nag, Sarayubala Bal, Pranakrishna Chakraborty,
Monoranjan Hazra were present. Few days later police arrested ten women from the camp
viz. Sarayubala Bal, Shishu Dutta, Praphulla Dutta, Manjulika Brahma, Annapurna Roy,
Mahamaya Chakraborty, Shephali Das, Kosturi Biswas, Priyabala Dey, and Lakshmi Das.
Unfortunately, on 11" march, 1957, another violent attack was made upon the Bhadrakli
women. The children were transferred to Piyara Doba camp of Bankura. When the mothers
returned from jail, they were unable to find their sons and daughters. On demand of meeting
their lost children, they chose the way of hunger strike. United Central Refugee Council
took initiatives to overcome the situation and consulted with the chief minister Dr. Bidhan
Chandra Roy and rehabilitation minister Praphullya Sen (UCRC.2011). However, the
outcome didn’t meet the expectation. In co-ordination with UCRC, a protest coven was
arranged near the house of Dr. Roy. The women continued the hunger strike up to 61 days
as per the information given by Mr. Tushar Singh. After 61 days the secretary of UCRC,
Ambika Chakraborty met Dr. Roy again with a list of demands, and he assured to come
with a solution (UCRC. 1958: 19). However, ultimately the government showed less
interest in this matter. The transferred women had not been returned back and Smit.
Sarayubala Bal had also remained expelled for long period of time (Singh 1999: 29-31).

Women Experiences Regarding Private Spaces After Partition:

Before partition, the women of East Pakistan used to lead a private life secured by the men
members of their family. But after partition, due to the scarcity of space, it became difficult
for them to maintain their privacy. They had to share ‘their privacy with men, sleeping in
the same room with their in-laws and brother-in-law’s (Waber 2006: 71). It was not that
one family was given a single whole shelter. The refugee families had to adjust with other
families at the same place, which was difficult for everyone especially, the female
members. There were no separate washrooms for the women. Pregnant women were given
no special facilities (Bhattacharya 2021: Personally interviewed).

Hironmoy Bondyopadhyay in his Udvastu explicitly narrated such problem of private space
during his visit to Alipurduar district. He found it to be overcrowded with refugees. There
were innumerable numbers of one storied house with a small balcony. Many families took
shelter in each different room (Bondyopadhyay 1970: 12) of such houses. Therefore, the
question of private spaces for women could not arise and difficulties for survival was rather
unimaginable for most of the women.

Social Humiliation of the Refugee Women:

The women after partition, not only tortured by the other communities or the opposite
gender, but people from their own community and even by women. Their mental abuse
knew no bounds. Manashi Devi (Personally interviewed. 2021), who was originally a
resident of Barishal and came to Jalpaiguri in 1968, at the age of 17, faced incredible cruel
treatment from society. The local women used to look down upon them and behaved like
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they were untouchables. This was the most unfortunate part of her partition memory. She
added that some women who were comparatively more curious, used to ask her directly if
they have had experienced any kind of physical torture at ‘Desher bari’ (Native country)?

Women Sufferings Due to Experimental Governmental Policies:

Leaders expressed their concern and anger at the ‘moral depravity’ that characterized this
‘shameful chapter’ of the history of the two countries; the actual fact was that ‘our innocent
mothers and sisters had been ashamed’ was a serious matter itself that would not be looked
upon with calm. A letter dated 4™ April 1947 from Mr. Nehru to Evan Jenkins, the then
governor of Punjab, says:

There is one point, however, to which I should like to draw your attention, and this
is the question of rescuing women who have been abducted or forcibly converted.
You will realize that nothing adds to popular passions more than stories of
abduction of women and so long as these.... women are not rescued, trouble will
simmer and might blaze out. (Confidential Papers of Evan Jenkins,
IOL/R13/1/176, Dated 4™ April, 1947).

The concern of the Prime Minister regarding Punjab also gives a strong support to that
thought, that the situation of Punjab and West Bengal might not be similar in matter of
refugee rehabilitation, but in the case of women suffering, there was hardly any difference.
Women were victimized everywhere, just for being women.

The first initiative was taken by the government at the 23-25" November 1946 session’ of
the National Congress at Meerut, at which a resolution was adopted:

The congress views pain, horror, anxiety the tragedies of Calcutta, East Bengal,
Bihar and some parts of Meerut district.... These new developments in communal
strife are different from any previous disturbances and have involved murders on
a mass scale, as also mass conversions.... abduction and violation of women, and
forcible marriage. Women who have been abducted and forcibly married must be
restored to their houses; mass conversions have no significance or validity and
people must be given every opportunity to return to the life of their choice. (Menon
and Bhasin 2000: 213).

On 3™ September 1947, leaders, and representatives of both the republican countries took

some call on convalescing and restoring the abducted persons. On 17" November 1947,

the All-India Congress committee passed a resolution which stated:
During these disorders, large number of women has been abducted on either side
and there have been forcible conversions on a large scale. No civilized people can
recognize such conversions and there is nothing more heinous than the abduction
of women. Every effort must be made to restore women to their original homes

with the co-operation of the governments concerned. (Menon and Bhasin 2000:
213).
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On 6™ December 1947, an arrangement was made by the government to rescue the
kidnapped women. An inter-dominion conference was organized in Lahore, where steps
were taken for the implementation of recovery and restoration, with the appointment of
Mridula Sarabhai as chief welfare worker. Accordingly, necessary provisions were made
in India and Pakistan, and within two years 50000 Muslim women in India and 33000 non-
Muslim women in Pakistan were rescued (Menon and Bhasin 2000: 214). However,
Gopalswami Ayyanger, minister of transport, in-charge of recovery, called these figures
‘rather wild’ and Mridula Sarabhai believed that the number of abducted women in
Pakistan was ten times than the 1948 official figure of 12,500 (Basu 1995: 176). At Ravi
bridge, 4 miles south-east of Narowal, 17 non- Muslim women with children were
recovered by Pakistani troops and handed over to Indian troops. In December 1959, the
number of recoveries was 12,000 for India and 6000 for Pakistan and the age-wise break-
up is as follows:

Table No. 11
Recovered Children and Women: Age-wise Break-up in Percentage (%)
Age In India In Pakistan
>12 years 35 45
12-35 years 59 44
35-50 years 4 6
50 and above 2 5

Source: Constituent Assembly (Legislative) Debates. Dec,1949.

From this above table (No. II), it is quite evident that the girls and the young women were
targeted mostly in both side of the border and therefore, during the rescue operation their
numbers were the highest in recovery list. Measures were taken by the government in
matter of distribution of power to the rescue officers, and police regarding identification of
the abducted person, protection of the abducted women etc.

It was of no doubt, that the government took these initiatives for the betterment of the life
of the refugees. However, in later period, it proved to be a punishment for women. In many
cases, these women had already married to the men who kidnapped them. They eventually
became mother and started a settled life and, it was nearly impossible for them to omit
those horrible memories from their mind. So, during the rescue operation of the
government, they again started to separate themselves from their new families, which
seemed to be a kind of reliving their harassment. They protested it by saying “Why are you
separating us, what is the benefit of remembering those old days?” (Menon and Bhasin
2000: 8). With the combined rescue operation of the two nations a good number of women
were rescued, but it actually hurt their feelings of chastity and dignity. In some cases, the
reason of their unwillingness was that they got already adjusted with the tragedy of their
lives and started leading a happy life there. Some women who denied returning, chose the

140



Karatoya: NBU J. Hist. Vol. 13 ISSN: 2229-4880

way to hunger strike. One young, recovered girl confronted Mridula Sarabhai by saying
that,

You say abduction is immoral and so you are trying to save us. Well, now it is too
late. One marries only once — willingly or by force. We are now married- what are
you going to do with us? Ask us to get married again? Is that not immoral? What
happened to our relatives when we were abducted? Where were they? .... You may
do your worst if you insist, but remember, you can kill us, but we will not go (Basu
1995: 179).

These women were well-aware of the fact that, their previously affectionate relations with
their families would not be the same. Their conversion to Islam, marriage to a Muslim,
bearing their children would be utterly unacceptable for their own original family. These
women knew that, to their ancestral family, one marriage with a man of same religion and
caste was respectful, but marriage with a man of different religion, or second marriage
would be tremendously shameful. Besides, the question of their motherhood till remained
unresolved by the protagonists of the recovery operation.

It was not only the women who refused to go back to their own family, it was also their
families, who showed unwillingness to get back their own lost family members. Thus, the
women were victimized twice and in both ways: firstly, by the males of different
community, who physically assaulted them and secondly, by her own family or
community, who mentally harassed them. To make their family understand, on 17" July
1948, Nehru made an appeal to the public through Hindustan Times,

“I am told that there is unwillingness on the part of their relatives to accept those
girls and women (who have been abducted) back in their homes. This is most
objectionable and wrong attitude to take and any social custom that supports this
attitude must be condemned. These girls and women require our tender and loving
care and their relatives should be proud to take them back and give them every
help” (Menon and Bhasin 2000: 222).
Victimized Women and Their children:
A major problem arose while dealing with the matters of orphan children and the children
of the captured women. When the rescue operation begun, most of the women who were
captured or being raped, had already, gave birth to their child. The government of Pakistan
had no proper rules and regulations for them. However, the Indian government declared
that the children of the captured women who were born in Pakistan, would be a citizen of
Pakistan and would stay there. On the other hand, those women, who were being captured
in India and willing to go to Pakistan, they can take their children with them
(Bandyopadhyay 1994: 101). With this declaration, the future of the children became
uncertain along with their respective mothers. The women who were permitted to go to
Pakistan with their children got feared with the thought that the society of Pakistan would
not accept them. On the other hand, in matter of Indian women, the policy seemed inhuman
due to creating separation trauma both for mother and her child. In most cases, the Indian

141



Karatoya: NBU J. Hist. Vol. 13 ISSN: 2229-4880

women were not ready to leave their son/daughter. Under these circumstances, the said
decision was reconsidered, and it was declared that the children of Indian women could
accompany their mother to India. However, after some time, the mother would decide on
whether to keep her child along with herself or to send him/her to Pakistan to father’s
family.

Even today, in most of the cases, the women are found to be afraid of revealing their names
in matter of physical victimization. During an interview, same thing has been experienced
in Jalpaiguri district. A lady (Personally interviewed 2021) was not ready to reveal her
name, but somehow agreed to tell her story. She was a victim of partition. In 1948, during
the agitation, she was abducted by the Muslims. Her family somehow managed to save her
elder sister, but not her. After passing three and half months being captive, she was forced
to marry and to convert to Islam. However, her soul never accepted her fate and finally she
got chance after two years, when she met a Hindu family, preparing to leave East Pakistan.
Somehow, she convinced them, and escaped with them to India. When she reached India,
she found herself as being pregnant. Thus, the situation became more difficult for her to
survive. She tried but failed to get any information about her own family in India. She was
strong enough to give birth of her child alone and decided not to marry again. She earned
her livelihood by working as domestic worker at a well-to-do Hindu family and till now
she is living with that family.

Conclusion:

It was the women, who had suffered the most due to partition. To escape from the inhuman
ambience in East Pakistan, they decided to shift to a new abode. But here also they were
not at all welcomed. To adjust themselves in their new homes, they had to face new
challenges day after day. They were tortured in the new destination in the disguise of
dishonest government officers, cheaters and above all, the society. After coming to India,
the very first challenge was the shelter issue that they had to face. Initially, they took shelter
at railway stations where privacy was completely absent. The women who adjusted at
different houses with other families, they faced the problem of privacy issues. Both
governmental and non-governmental camps were lacking in proper food and lodging
facilities. Moreover, there were active anti-social activities, that put their lives into hell.
The local people used to treat them as aliens. However, the most painful among all was
that, when victimized women were even betrayed by their own family members. The
political associations and the government authorities in later period, showed interest to
rescue them and provide a better life for them, but in most of the cases their initiatives got
failed and brought about more misery for them.

In some cases, women were seen to involve themselves in protest movements and fight for
their rights. With the help of the social workers and initiatives of the political and social
organizations, these women got the strength to fight those challenging situations.
Particularly when it came to the matter of their children, their inner strength got a boost to
fight, and they ultimately survived by breaking all hurdles. However, both the physical and
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mental tortures, that they had to bear after partition, till now are surviving in their memories
not less than as horrible nightmares.
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Questions to the interviewees

1. What is your name and describe a little about your early life in East Pakistan or in
Bangladesh?

2.  What were the changes in your daily life in terms of social, political and economic
matters that you felt after the declaration of partition?

3. What were the key factors that ultimately encouraged your family to decide to
leave your ancestral place?

4. What was your mental condition of that time? Thinking just to avoid the condition
of your ancestral places you are migrating for a temporary period? or you are
migrating permanently?

5. How was the journey towards the new destination, was it smoothy or you faced
any kind of difficulties and why do you have chosen that route?

Could all the members of your family become successful to migrate?
What were the situations that you faced after coming to India?

In the new country did you have any relatives?

o © =N

What kind of shelter that your family could manage, relative’s house, camps or
rental houses or anything else?

10. If camps, what was the conditions of the residents of that particular camps? Living
like situations were present there or not?
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1.

12.

13.
14.
15.
16.

Was there any kind of help, provided by the government or any social workers’
groups, political and non-political parties? If have any personal experience, please
describe.

Was the governmental policies proved to be good for refugee migrants or it
increased the difficulty levels of living? Please describe.

How the native society used to treat the refugees or migrant people?
Have you ever fought for your own right? If yes, then how?
How could you overcome the difficult situations, if faced any?

Did you ever go back to your ancestral place or do you want to?
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