


chapter 10

Partition

In the early 1940s, the Bengal famine had played havoc with the delta’s
social fabric. Now, in 1947, the Partition of India tore that fabric asunder.
Without an understanding of Partition and its effects, it is not possible to
make sense of contemporary Bangladesh. True, the shock of 1947 is no
longer a living memory for the vast majority of Bangladeshis – but it
created economic facts, historical myths and political mindsets that
continue to haunt society today.
The Partition of India was a geographical solution to a political fiasco.

The partitioner’s knife cut through three provinces (Bengal, Assam and
Punjab) and through innumerable trade routes and family ties. It created
two long borders and left the partitioned societies in shambles, ruining
millions of lives and upsetting cherished social arrangements. Many of the
effects were unintended, unanticipated and long term.
The province of Bengal bore the full brunt: it was divided between the

two new states. It is usually assumed that Bengal was cut in two. The
reality is far more complicated: it was cut into no fewer than 201 pieces
(Map 10.1). Pakistan received the largest part of the province’s territory
(64 per cent) and the majority of its population (65 per cent). Smaller
sections to the west, north and east joined the new Republic of India,
and the two states divided 197 tiny enclaves between them (see box ‘Lives
in limbo’).
Pakistan’s territory was augmented by the addition of most of Sylhet,

a district that had been administered as part of Assam. The combined
territory was generally referred to as East Pakistan (although from 1947
to 1955 its official name was East Bengal). It shared a 4,000 km-border
with India. When East Pakistan seceded from Pakistan in 1971 to
become Bangladesh there were no changes to its territorial shape. In
other words, the geographical unit that we now know as Bangladesh was
fashioned in 1947, well before anybody could imagine an independent
Bangladesh.
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Map 10.1. The 201 parts of partitioned Bengal. 1, East Bengal (sixteen districts of Bengal
that joined Pakistan in 1947); 2, The Princely State of Tripura that joined India in 1949; 3,
North Bengal (two districts that joined India in 1947, and the Princely State of Cooch
Behar that joined India in 1950); 4, West Bengal (twelve districts that joined India in

1947); 5, 197 enclaves.

Lives in limbo

One of the most bizarre outcomes of the Partition of India was the creation
of 197 enclaves in north Bengal. For some people in the northern borderland,
Partition meant the end of effective citizenship. Although they were in every
respect similar to their neighbours, these people happened to be living in
villages that were now – for quirky historical reasons going back to the
precolonial period – distributed to India and Pakistan, even though they were
completely surrounded by the territory of the other state. Thus in a band of
some 100 km there were 123 Indian enclaves that lay surrounded by Pakistan
and 74 Pakistani enclaves that lay dispersed in Indian territory. To make
matters worse, India and Pakistan were not on good terms and refused to let
each other’s officials cross their territory to reach the enclaves. As a result,
state presence in the enclaves came to an end. There was no taxation, but also
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no police, schools, health services, land registration, banks, postal services or
road maintenance. Neither India nor Pakistan was happy with this unanti-
cipated situation and soon talks were underway to exchange the enclaves. It
proved impossible to agree, however, and today little has changed, except that
the Pakistani enclaves have become Bangladeshi.

The inhabitants of the enclaves are forced to lead shadowy lives. They
must break numerous laws as they go about their daily business. For example,
imagine you are Abdul Bari, a young inhabitant of the Bangladeshi enclave of
Nolgram, surrounded by the territory of West Bengal (India) (Plate 10.1)
When you visit your uncle or go to market in the next village (there are no
markets in the enclaves), you cross an international border (between Nolgram
and India) without a proper passport or a visa, and without permission to
take across whatever you buy or sell, or indeed to use Indian currency. You
are a non-citizen, an illegal entrant and a smuggler.

Abdul Bari may be a Bangladeshi citizen but only in the most tenuous
sense: he has never had any dealings with Bangladeshi officials (who cannot
visit the enclave and who are unaware of his existence), and he does not
possess any documents to prove his identity. He has been effectively stateless
since his (unregistered) birth. His siblings cannot go to school or see a doctor

Plate 10.1. People and border pillar in Nolgram, a Bangladeshi enclave surrounded by
Indian territory.

without giving a false (Indian) identity. And who will protect him and his
possessions against robbers? There are no police in Nolgram and the Indian
police cannot enter there.

To cope with this absurd life thrust upon them by bureaucratic caprice and
political stalemate, enclave people have developed their own local institutions,
such as enclave citizens’ committees, land registration systems or some semb-
lance of public works through corvée labour. These differ from one enclave to
the next but all enclave people share a sense of pride in their resilience after sixty
years of living in limbo: ‘We people of the enclave can cope with anything.’1
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Map 10.2 shows that it was not easy to translate the idea of a homeland
for Muslims into a geographical reality. The Boundary Commission allo-
cated considerable non-Muslim-majority areas to Pakistan (for example
Khulna in the south-west and the Chittagong Hill Tracts in the south-east)
and, conversely, allocated Muslim-majority areas such as Murshidabad to
India. The members of the Boundary Commission never explained or
justified these anomalies. Historians assume, however, that one reason
for Murshidabad – whose population was 57 per cent Muslim – to be
awarded to India was an attempt to keep the port of Kolkata linked to the
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Map 10.2. The Partition border and Muslim (grey) and non-Muslim (white) majority
areas in 1947. 1, Khulna; 2, Chittagong Hill Tracts; 3, Murshidabad.
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Ganges/Bhagirathi river system serving its hinterland. Similarly, the
Chittagong Hill Tracts – whose Muslim population was a mere 4 per cent
– went to Pakistan to keep the port of Chittagong connected with the
Karnaphuli river system. Border-making threw up many other anomalies,
surprises and ambiguities, and these led immediately to recrimination
between India and Pakistan. Over time quite a few points of disagreement
were sorted out, but today India and Bangladesh still bicker about
numerous territorial issues. These frictions show up in frequent border
incidents, often with casualties, all along the partition border.2

Some parts of the new international border followed old divisions
between lowland and hills or pre-existing administrative borders between
districts – but other stretches of the new border lopped off parts of
districts and necessitated their rearrangement.3 Thus Pakistan received
half of Dinajpur and Nadia (renamed Kushtia) and other districts gained
territory (for example Rajshahi) or lost it (for example Jessore, Sylhet).
When the dust of Partition settled, East Pakistan had sixteen districts. In
1969 that number rose to eighteen when two more districts were created:
Tangail was carved out of Mymensingh and Patuakhali out of Barisal
(Map 10.3).
The point of Partition was to create a homeland for Muslims. In

Bengal, Islam had become a mass religion in the Mughal period, when
the fertile eastern delta was brought under the plough. It was no sur-
prise, therefore, that East Pakistan’s centre of gravity was the active
eastern delta and that its population was overwhelmingly rural. Dhaka,
the city now chosen to be the provincial capital, was the very one
that the Mughals had built up to control the marshes and riverscapes
of what they had called ‘Bhati’ and the British later referred to as
‘Lower Bengal’.
For the first time in its history, the Bengal delta was encased in a

modern international border, a phenomenon that its inhabitants had no
previous experience of whatsoever. The new border encircled most
Muslim-majority areas of Bengal and in that sense East Pakistan became
the homeland of most of Bengal’s Muslims. But millions of Bengali
Muslims were now in Indian territory and millions of non-Muslims
continued to live in East Pakistan. No less than 42 per cent of the total
non-Muslim population of undivided Bengal found that they had become
Pakistani citizens; they made up one fifth of East Pakistan’s population.
This ensured that the political fiasco that had prompted Partition in the
first place – the inability to overcome communalist politics – was set to
carry on under the new dispensation. In Bengal, it took a course that
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differed from the one in Punjab where a swift, bloody and almost
complete exchange of Muslim and non-Muslim inhabitants occurred in
the months around Partition. The scenario in Bengal did include massive
population exchange, but it was a much slower, longer and complicated
process.4
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Map 10.3. Districts of East Pakistan, 1947–71.
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Intaz the fivefold citizen

Intaz Ali was born in 1947 and he grew up in a Muslim family in Chor
Madhobpur, a rural community on the south bank of the Ganges. When he
was an infant Bengal was partitioned and his village became part of the
territory of East Pakistan. Intaz became a Pakistani boy. Soon the villagers
learned that the new states of India and Pakistan were quarrelling over them.
India claimed possession of Intaz’s village and of many others on the banks
and islands (chor; car) of the Ganges (Plate 10.2). There were border skir-
mishes and conferences, but to no avail. Not being able to resolve the issue
themselves, the governments of India and Pakistan decided to go for arbi-
tration. They set up an international tribunal and promised to abide by its
decision.

When Intaz was in primary school, he and his fellow villagers learned that
the Bagge Tribunal – named after its Swedish chairman – had awarded their
village to India. What to do? Were they Indians or Pakistanis? More to the
point: should he now go to high school in the nearest town in Pakistan or in
India? It was a hard decision to take because nobody knew whether the
tribunal’s verdict was going to be implemented. It was now unclear to them
whether their community was still in Pakistan or had become part of India.
In late 1959 Intaz’s father could wait no longer, He made up his mind and
sent Intaz to a high school on the Indian side. He also changed his son’s
citizenship to Indian so that he could attend that school. But three years later
anti-Muslim disturbances broke out in Intaz’s village, and his father sent him
across to Pakistan for safety. It was there, in the nearby border town of

Plate 10.2. On a Ganges river island, near the Indian border.
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The states of India and Pakistan set out to demarcate the border and
take control of their sides of the new borderland.5 Meanwhile, those who
lived there realised only gradually what had happened. At first the vivi-
section of their social world seemed unreal and many thought that
Pakistan and India would reunite after some time. As the irreversibility of
Partition sank in, however, they had to come to terms with the fact that
geography was destiny: they were now assigned the citizenship of one of a
pair of distinct – and squabbling – states (see box ‘Intaz the fivefold
citizen’). A new state, Pakistan, took charge of the territory and the
people of eastern Bengal. It built up institutions and set in motion new
processes, many of which would survive the demise of Pakistan in 1971.

Rajshahi, that Intaz completed his high school and eventually became a
Pakistani citizen again. A few years later, however, East Pakistan broke away
from Pakistan to become Bangladesh. Now Intaz made the fourth ‘nation-
switch’ of his twenty-four-year life. A fivefold serial citizen, he had become
something of a record holder – from British Indian to Pakistani to Indian to
Pakistani to Bangladeshi.
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