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BENGAL NEEDS NO RADCLIFFE LINE OF HATRED 
In the elections, much violence is being done to the mind of Bengal, to its thinking wires,  

its feeling nerves, its very soul 
 

Election time in West Bengal has, for decades now, meant violent time. 
There is violence during the campaigning, violence during the polling, violence during and after the 
counting of votes. The level of election-related violence and its duration vary but it is there. 

So what does that fact show? What does it establish? 
That Bengal is a violent state and Bengalis are a violent people? 

Certainly not. 
 
Not just Bengal-centric 

They are no more violent than any other part of India or section of Indian society when 
provoked, instigated, manipulated to think, speak and act violently. One has to only refer to the 
speeches made on the eve of Direct Action Day in 1946 at the Maidan, in Calcutta, to understand what I 
mean. Within hours of those incendiary speeches the city was bleeding. An estimated 4,000 people were 
killed. Very shortly thereafter, incitement and instigation doing their worst, the Noakhali region of East 
Pakistan saw appalling violence perpetrated on the Hindu minority there, with an estimated 5,000 killed. 
Bihar responded with matching fury, killing, according to information given to the British Parliament an 
equal number of its Muslim minority and, according to The Statesman, twice as many. A peace-
cherishing province was leveraged thus into peace-shattering violence. 

Battered as it was, Bengal was ‘bettered’ by other areas. The worst instance of Partition-time 
violence among all regions, took place in Punjab. “Virtually,” says Wikipedia, “no Muslim survived in East 
Punjab (except in Malerkotla) and virtually no Hindu or Sikh survived in West Punjab.” All this was 
around the partitioning of India. Much later, in the anti-Sikh riots in 1984 an estimated 2,800 were killed 
in Delhi, and another 3,350 nationwide. These are official figures, the actual numbers are likely to have 
been much bigger. In the Gujarat riots of 2002, official estimates put the toll at 1,044. The actual 
numbers, again, are perhaps much bigger. 

So, let no one tar Bengal and Bengalis with the sweeping description of ‘violent’ . They are only 
as violent or non-violent as any other part of India or its people, not a whit more. Maoist violence, the 
other ogre that has menaced life in Bengal, is not by any means confined to the State where Naxalbari 
lies, but is spread across over 200 districts across nine States. 
 
Spreading hate 

The violence that marred phase four of the eight phase elections now being held in the State is 
most unfortunate and to be bemoaned. But our distress over it misses another far more important, 
much more serious and infinitely more dangerous form of violence that is accompanying the elections in 
West Bengal.  

That violence is being done to the mind of Bengal, to its thinking wires, its feeling nerves, to its 
very soul. It is being done by the unrelenting spread of the virus of communal hate, of sectarian 
animosity of the ‘line’ that Hindus and Muslims are different breeds of human species. Whichever side 
of the communal divide it comes from, hatred as an idea and a strategy is no less violent than ‘plain’ 
violence. Once planted, it incubates in the minds and hearts of people, like a virus, and then erupts with 
an uncontrollable febrile frenzy. 
 
The Partition years 

The then Muslim League Premier of undivided Bengal, H.S. Suhrawardy, had much to explain for 
the violence that disfigured Bengal in 1946 and 1947. On Suhrawardy’s last day in that office, August 14, 
1947, he had on his hands a challenging ‘guest’ — Gandhi, who was staying in Hydari Manzil, at the 
Muslim quarter of Beliaghata in Calcutta. At his prayer meeting that evening, over 10,000 people 
gathered in the grounds around that house to hear him. It was the month of Ramzan. Pyarelal records in 
his iconic biography (Mahatma Gandhi – The Last Phase, Navajivan, pp. 368-9), that some in the 
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congregation shouted, “Where is Suhrawardy?” Suhrawardy was inside that house at the time, engaged 
in namaz. Gandhi told them that. After the prayer meeting gave over and Gandhi returned to the house, 
there was an uproar. Many had surrounded the house, which at Gandhi’s behest was un-policed, and 
demanded that Suhrawardy appear. Gandhi opened a window and got Suhrawardy to stand beside him, 
resting one hand on the outgoing Premier’s shoulder. 

One of the crowd to the Premier: “Are you not responsible for the Great Calcutta Killing?” 
Suhrawardy: “Yes, we all are.” 

‘Will you answer my question, please?” 
“Yes, it was my responsibility”. 

Pyarelal writes: “This unequivocal, straight and candid answer by one who had made arrogance 
and haughtiness his badge and never known humility had a profound effect on the crowd.” But the 
incubating virus was working still. Riots broke out within days in Calcutta, viciously. Two young men, 
Sachindranath Mitra, 37, and Smritish Banerjea, 38, interposing between rioting mobs, were killed on 
the spot. On hearing that a truck carrying Muslim labourers had a bomb thrown on it in the same area — 
Beliaghata — killing two of them, Gandhi went to the scene. A four anna piece was lying near one of 
them that had rolled out of the daily wager’s waist band. Gandhi started a defining fast. It was in 
complete and exact harmony with the mind and soul of Ramakrishna’s, Vivekananda’s and Tagore’s 
Bengal. And equally, with the stoic Bengal of the two simple, humble but absolutely true Bengalis, 
Sachindranath and Smritish. 

“There should no longer be any more Hindu-Muslim riots in Calcutta…” the fasting Gandhi told 
Bengal’s leaders who implored him not to fast . “I shall terminate my fast if all of you accept this 
responsibility.” Seventy or so hours after his fast had begun, a group of leaders came to him to report 
that the innate good sense of the majority of the people of the city had prevailed over the furies let 
loose by the rioters. The mob that killed and burnt was not Bengal. The majority that stilled the 
mayhem, was. 
 “We the undersigned,” the leaders said in a paper they gave to him , “promise to Gandhiji that 
peace and quiet have been restored in Calcutta once again. We shall never again allow communal strife 
in the city. And shall strive unto death to prevent it.” Among the signatories were Suhrawardy and N.C. 
Chatterjee, the Hindu Mahasabha leader. Netaji’s elder brother, Sarat Chandra Bose, was a third. 
 
Bengal then and now 

That was and is Bengal. Its antibodies against the virus are strong. Its immune system is active. 
But if the load of the viral inoculum is huge, the balance can get affected. It can collapse. 
 Beliaghata 1947, representing Bengal’s immune system, checked the virus. It has, by and large, 
remained in check. In 1971, 50 years ago, the virus all but disappeared, with the State hailing the return 
of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujib Rahman to Dhaka and the birth of Bangladesh, even as another Tagore 
composition — “Amar Sonar Bangla” — became the national anthem of the new nation. 

Bengal’s immune system should be spared the challenge of an overload of the communal virus. 
It is one thing to go through an election that seeks to win its favour; quite another to have a Radcliffe 
Line of hatred cut through its mind and torment its soul. 
 

Beliaghata 1947, Bangladesh 1971 and the ballot for Bengal 2021 bear witness to its covenants 
with life unto death. 
 

DEFINITIONS: 
 
❖ Radcliffe Line (noun) – the boundary 

demarcation line between the Indian and 
Pakistani portions of the Punjab and Bengal 
provinces of British India. 

❖ hatred (noun) – enmity, antipathy, 
antagonism, hostility, resentment, aversion. 

❖ soul (noun) – inner self, inner being, 
essential being. 

❖ decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
❖ campaign (noun) – an organized effort that 

seeks to influence the decision making 
progress within a specific group. 
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❖ Bengal-centric (adjective) – focused/centred 
around Bengal. 

❖ provoke (verb) – cause, instigate, trigger, 
incite, egg on. 

❖ manipulate (verb) – exploit, control, 
influence. 

❖ on the eve of (phrase) – a period of time 
before an important event. 

❖ Direct Action Day, 1946 (noun) – ‘Direct 
Action Day’  was launched on 16 August 
1946 by the Muslim League to call for the 
partition of India and the creation of the 
independent Muslim state of Pakistan, 
violent clashes erupted between Hindus and 
Muslims, resulting in thousands of deaths in 
Calcutta. 

❖ incendiary (adjective) – inflammatory, 
provocative, agitational, arousing, 
controversial. 

❖ bleeding (adjective) – burning, festering: (of 
a problem) becoming worse; becoming 
intense. 

❖ incitement (noun) – provocation, instigation, 
inducement, fomentation. 

❖ appalling (adjective) – shocking, horrible, 
horrific, terrible, awful. 

❖ perpetrate (verb) – commit, carry out, 
perform/execute (a harmful/illegal action). 

❖ fury (noun) – rage, anger, wrath, outrage. 
❖ peace-cherishing (adjective) – peace-

adoring, peace-admiring, peace-
appreciating. 

❖ province (noun) – territory, region, state (of 
a country). 

❖ leverage (verb) – use, make use of, utilize (to 
maximum gain). 

❖ peace-shattering (adjective) – peace-
destroying, peace-devastating, peace-
wrecking. 

❖ batter (verb) – damage, spoil, impair/ruin; 
smash, hit/strike repeatedly. 

❖ virtually (adverb) – practically, almost, 
nearly. 

❖ toll (noun) – number, count of death; loss. 
❖ perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 
❖ tar (verb) – damage the good name of 

someone. 
❖ sweeping (adjective) – overwhelming, 

thorough, complete, total. 
❖ description (noun) – interpretation, 

narration, portrayal. 
❖ not a whit (phrase) – not at all. 

❖ Maoist (noun) – a follower of Maoism (it 
originated in China as a form of communist 
theory derived from the teachings of Chinese 
political leader Mao Zedong). 

❖ ogre (noun) – devil, demon, brute, villain. 
❖ menace (verb) – threaten, be a danger to, 

put at risk, jeopardize. 
❖ by any means (phrase) – in any way; at all. 
❖ confine (verb) – limit, restrict. 
❖ mar (verb) – spoil, ruin, destroy, impair. 
❖ hold (verb) – conduct, organize, preside 

over. 
❖ bemoan (verb) – express regret/sorrow 

about, complain about, express discontent. 
❖ distress (noun) – difficulty, trouble, hardship. 
❖ far more (phrase) – a lot more, much more. 
❖ accompany (verb) – occur with, co-occur 

with, coincide with, coexist with. 
❖ unrelenting (adjective) – continuous, 

persistent, unceasing/unabating, 
unstoppable. 

❖ sectarian (adjective) – denoting a sect (a 
group of people); factional, partisan. 

❖ animosity (noun) – hostility, antagonism, 
enmity/aversion. 

❖ breed (noun) – type, kind, sort. 
❖ species (noun) – living things (organisms); A 

group/breed/family of living organisms 
(animals & plants) with the individual having 
the same quality & can breed (in nature). 

❖ divide (noun) – division, separation, 
difference. 

❖ strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 
achieve a more expansive set of political, 
economic, health and security interests). 

❖ plant (verb) – imprint, instil, establish. 
❖ incubate (verb) – give support and aid the 

development of something. 
❖ hearts and minds (phrase) – used in 

reference to emotional and intellectual 
support. 

❖ erupt (verb) – break out, flare up, blow up, 
boil over, start suddenly. 

❖ febrile (adjective) – stressed, agitated, 
burning, fiery. 

❖ frenzy (noun) – madness, wildness, 
uncontrolled excitement/behaviour. 

❖ disfigured (adjective) – marred, spoiled, 
impaired. 

❖ have (someone) on (one’s) hands (phrase) – 
have to deal with a person. 

❖ iconic (adjective) – exemplary, historic, 
classical. 
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❖ congregation (noun) – gathering, assembly, 
a mass/group (of people). 

❖ uproar (noun) – commotion, protest, outcry. 
❖ behest (noun) – instruction, requirement, 

demand, wish/desire. 
❖ unpoliced (adjective) – not provided with a 

police force. 
❖ premier (noun) – chief, head; Chief Minister 

(in this context). 
❖ unequivocal (adjective) – clear-cut, crystal 

clear, well defined, explicit, unambiguous, 
categorical. 

❖ candid (adjective) – direct, straightforward, 
forthright. 

❖ arrogance (noun) – egotism, self-
importance, high-handedness, 
imperiousness. 

❖ haughtiness (noun) – arrogance, disdain, 
contempt, imperiousness, self-importance. 

❖ badge (noun) – sign, symbol, signal (that 
discloses a particular quality). 

❖ humility (noun) – modesty, humbleness, 
unassertiveness. 

❖ profound (adjective) – deep, deep-rooted, 
serious, intense.  

❖ break out (phrasal verb) – flare up, 
begin/start suddenly, erupt, burst out. 

❖ viciously (adverb) – violently, brutally, 
ruthlessly, cruelly. 

❖ interpose (verb) – intervene, intercede, step 
in. 

❖ mob (noun) – a large, disorganized, and 
often violent crowd of people. 

❖ defining (adjective) – explaining, 
interpreting, elucidating, describing (reality). 

❖ harmony (noun) – agreement, consensus, 
accord. 

❖ Stoic (adjective) – (literally) belonging to the 
ancient philosophical school of Stoicism 
(Stoicism is a philosophy that tells you how 
you should regard death, suffering, great 
wealth, poverty, power over others and etc.; 
(figuratively) another term for stoical; 
relating to a person who is controlling 
his/her feelings or emotions (such as pain, 
pleasure/joy, grief/sadness, fear, anger, or 
envy). 

❖ humble (adjective) – respectful, submissive, 
self-effacing, unassertive. 

❖ implore (verb) – appeal to, ask, request. 

❖ innate (adjective) – natural, intrinsic, 
inherent; essential/inbuilt. 

❖ good sense (noun) – sound judgment. 
❖ prevail over (phrasal verb) – succeed, 

triumph, be victorious, gain mastery, prove 
superior. 

❖ let loose (phrase) – unleash, set free. 
❖ mayhem (noun) – disorder, turmoil, chaos, 

havoc, disorganization. 
❖ the undersigned (noun) – the signatory. 
❖ strife (noun) – conflict, friction, discord, 

disagreement. 
❖ strive (verb) – try, attempt, make every 

effort. 
❖ unto (preposition) – an archaic term for “to”. 
❖ signatory (noun) – the person who signed an 

official document/agreement. 
❖ antibody (noun) – immunizer; it is also called 

‘immunoglobulin’; a protective protein 
produced mainly by plasma (blood) cells in 
the immune system in response to the 
presence of antigens (disease-causing 
organisms (bacteria & viruses) and other 
harmful/toxic foreign substances like insect 
venom). 

❖ immune (adjective) – resistant (from the 
effects of something). 

❖ inoculum (noun) – a substance used for 
inoculation/immunization/vaccination. 

❖ by and large (phrase) – generally, altogether, 
all things considered. 

❖ in check (phrase) – to keep someone under 
control; stifle, restrain, hold back. 

❖ hail (verb) – praise, applaud, speak highly of, 
welcome. 

❖ composition (noun) – poem; 
literary/creative work. 

❖ Amar Sonar Bangla (noun) – My golden 
Bengal; the national anthem of Bangladesh. 
The lyrics of “Amar Sonar Bangla” were 
written by Bengali scholar Rabindranath 
Tagore in 1905. 

❖ spare (verb) – make free. 
❖ cut through (phrasal verb) – penetrate, 

pierce, pass through. 
❖ torment (verb) – afflict, distress, trouble. 
❖ ballot (noun) – vote, poll. 
❖ bear testimony/witness to (phrase) – testify 

to, be evidence of, be proof of, prove. 
❖ covenant (noun) – contract, agreement, 

deal. 
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