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Introduction

Borderland studies, particularly in the context of South Asia are a fairly recent
phenomenon. I can think of three works that have made borderlands, particularly the
Bengal-Bangladesh borderland as the focal area of their study in the last one decade.
Ranabir Samaddar’s The Marginal Nation: Transborder Migration From Bangladesh to
West Bengal started a trend that was continued by Willem Van Schendel in his The
Bengal Borderland: Beyond State and Nation in South Asia. Both these books argue that
the border is part of larger zone or the borderland that at once constructs and subverts the
nation. Samaddar goes beyond the security and immutable border discourse and
problematises the borderland by speaking of flows across the border. He argues that such
flows are prompted by historical and social affinities, geographical contiguity and
economic imperative. People move when their survival is threatened and rigid borders
mean little to the desperate. They question the nation form that challenges their
existence. If need be they find illegal ways to tackle any obstacle that stand in their path
of moving particularly when that makes the difference between life and death. Thereby
Samaddar questions ideas of nation state and national security in present day South Asia
when and if it privileges land over the people who inhabit that land. Van Schendel also
takes the argument along similar lines by stating that without understanding the
borderland it is impossible to understand the nation form that develops in South Asia, the
economy that emerges or the ways in which national identities are internalized. Van
Schendel challenges the glib assumption that globalization has done away with borders
and also questions the penchant of analyzing societies, identities and nations as fixed.

Joya Chatterjee in Bengal Divided argues that to understand the boundary formed by
partition one needs to dig beyond received histories. She is of the opinion that one needs
to look at Hindu communalism for the act of partition rather than at Muslim
communalism. The Radcliff line she says was not surgically crafted but evolved through
other forms of practices. Accepting Joya’s arguments about essentials of historical
analysis I have tried to push Samaddar’s and Van Schendel’s arguments further in my
book on Borders, Histories, Existences: Gender and Beyond where I have suggested that
borderlands are often sites of exclusion/inclusion in the context of South Asia. This is
because there the national will to exclude and include is played out. I analyse how state
constructs borders and try to make them static. This stasis is disturbed by bordered
existences of whom, women, migrant workers, trafficked bodies, victims of HIV/AIDS
are all parts whose survival is carried out within a milieu of endemic violence. The tussle
in the borderlands is often on the question of who controls. In this paper I want to
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address an issue that I have not addressed previously. I want to look at this notion of
flows and how that impacts on notions of security. With every election and every census
borders become an issue. [ will address the notion how borders have a penchant of
becoming a marker of security. The moment borders become securitized the question of
flows across it acquires particular importance. In the colonial period it is marked by
dacoits, thugees and hooligans who cross the district border at will. In the post-colonial
period concern remains over undocumented migrants and whether their arrival threatens
the nation form? In this essay I will address the notion of flows and increasing violence
in the borders, fencing as the most recent marker of such violence and how women and
the evolution of their relationship to the border is shaped through the discourses of
violence. 1 hope to portray that from the beginning violence makes the borders
exceptional albeit this violence may be a continuation from the colonial times but the
processes of state formation has changed the nature of this violence. One of the impact of
this recent form of violence is to reduce the entire question of gender to women’s
trafficking and obliterating all other forms of violence in the process. I return then to the
study of the Bengal-Bangladesh borderlands in the three districts of Nadia, Murshidabad
and Malda and look at the nature of population movement, violence and its effects on
women. Instead of meta-narratives I come back to the question of micro politics and see
whether present day flows and concomitant violence have any relation to past histories or
not and how it impacts on present histories of women.

The Formation of the three Districts in the Colonial times

The district of Nadia was and still is situated in the heart of Bengal Delta held within the
arms of Ganges and Bhagirathi in the west and Padma running into the Meghna estuary
in the east. Nadia was acquired by the British Company under the Diwani grant of 1765.
The Nadia Raj 3,151 sq. miles, corresponding with Nadia Sadar and Ranaghat sub
divisions with a very small portion of southern Meherpur, at the time of the Permanent
Settlement also included Satsikka and the riparian strip east of the Saraswati. In the post
Permanent Settlement period the boundary was changed a number of times. I have taken
in consideration only the changes with Jessore and Pabna as they pertain to the final
boundary settlement. In 1796 the boundary between Jessore and Nadia was demarcated
by the Administrative Convenience Order of 1796. For reasons sited as “thefts and
decoities” and by the Administrative Orders dated 17 October 1812 thanas Taki and
Suksagar were given from Jessore to Nadia and thana Kotchandpur was transferred to
Jessore. From police sources it is well known that a number of gangs were operating in
Nadia including the Banke Muchi gang, the Dezdar Biswas gang, the Janakinagar gang,
the Latif Sardar gang, the Brojo Bagdi gang etc. In 1816 Sunderbans were placed under
a Commissioner. In 1854 the Karimpur subdivision was created including Dewanganj,
Hurdi and Meherpur thanas and Jalangi and Newada thanas of Murshidabad. Even today
it is one of the most problematic border areas and includes Nasirerpara, which a few
years back was the most crime prone of all the sub divisions. Beyond it lies Shikarpur
today, which is the poorest subdivision in Nadia. In 1863 Kushtia was transferred from
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Pabna to Nadia. In 1883 Bongaon subdivision was transferred to Jessore. By 1911 Nadia
had a population of 1,617,846 and a land area of 2790 sq. miles.”

Murshidabad was the capital of Bengal under the nawabs. The company acquired it by
the Diwani of 1765. Murshidabad included the zamindaris of Fatehsing and Chunakhali
with a part of Rajshahi and a small portion of Nadia Raj. According to Hunters's
Statistical Account of Bengal, the British built barracks there incurring the enormous cost
of 302270 pounds by 1767. By an administrative order dated 11 January 1793 the portion
of Rajsahi zamindari lying west of the Padma river was transferred to the Murshidabad
collectorate. In 1824 Murshidabad acquired the Calcapore village from the Dutch. By the
Administrative convenience order of 5 March 1839 thana Palsa was transferred to
Birbhum. In 1848 and 1855 the thanas Calcapore and Farakabad were transferred from
Bhagalpur. In 1875 district boundaries were rearranged and 39 villages were transferred
to Birbhum and 7 to the Santhal Parganas. In 1879 thanas Ramporhat, Nalhatui and Palsa
was transferred to Birbhum. By 1911 the population of Murshidabad was 1,372,274 and
the area in 1916 was 2143 sq. miles.

The 1765 Diwani of Bengal handed over Malda to the British company. At the time of
the Permanent Settlement it included the three districts of Rajsahi, Dinajpur and Purnea.
By the Administrative Convenience Order dated 25 August 1825 the thanas Rahanpur
and Chappae were judicially transferred from Rajsahi. In 1859 Malda got its own
Magistrate and Collector. In 1875 Malda was drastically reorganised with 65 villages
joining it from Murshidabad and 237 villages being transferred from Dinajpur. In 1879
Malda was transferred from the judgeship of Dinajpur to that of Rajsahl By 1911 Malda
had a population of 1,004,159 and by 1916 Malda had 1899 sq. miles.’

From the beginning then it was obvious that the boundaries of these three districts were
never fixed but kept evolving. In fact in this period major changes were planned and
implemented for a short time. These changes were in nationalist discourses termed as the
partition of Bengal. The Lieutenant Governor of Bengal proposed a scheme for the
amalgamation of Assam with the Chittagong and Dacca divisions and the districts of
Pabna, Bogra and Rangpur. But compared to Bengal, this new province was still
extremely small and so it was decided to transfer the districts of Rajsahi, Dinajpur,
Jalpaiguri, Malda and the State of Cooch Behar. “These additions were thought by the
Government of India to be justified on the grounds that they would constitute a new
province with a population of over 31 millions, while leaving Bengal with a little more
than 54 millions; that they would provide a clearly defined western boundary
corresponding with well recognised characteristics, both geographical, ethnological,
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