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Partition was in no sense like an operation that was concluded in
August 1947. The border is far from being the trace of an event long
over, like a healed and fading incision scar. It is still in the process of
being formed. Its creation was not merely a matter of drawing a line
through a map by a qualified technocrat: it was created again and
again, by a number of different agencies, on the ground through which
it ran. Its shape (both literally and metaphorically) has varied, and
continues to vary, through time.
Joya Chatterji1

Borders are not just lines in the landscape. Experts say that borders, inert elements, shape the
societies and cultures that they enclose, the pre-given ground on which events take place.
Borders denote a spatial dimension of social relationships that are continually being configured;
in this process, the meaning of borders is produced, reconstructed, strengthened or weakened.
The notion of borders in today’s world is a testimony to the importance of territoriality and it
also provides a insight into nation and sexual/gendered ‘other’. The imagery of borders has
become a popular metaphor in the study of socio-spatial development in post-Partition sociezrties.

The partition of Indian subcontinent in 1947 is not just a ‘surgical metaphor’ - an
‘operation’, an ‘amputation’, a ‘vivisection’ or ‘dismemberment’. It is also a line inside our
heads and our hearts too. In fact, the physical fence is the manifestation of these more cognitive
and emotional lines that shape our thoughts and feelings. The inner lines express who we think
we are and who we affirm are not like us, whom we trust and of whom we are afraid. Cynthia
Cockburn’ has correctly pointed out that, when we are very afraid or very angry, at some
identifiable moment, a line springs out and plants itself in the earth as a barrier. In that way, a
geo-political partition is not just armored fencing, it creates differences. Against this backdrop
the present article intends to study how the distance between Hindus and Muslims was widened
by the Partition of India.

The partition was a watershed in the history of the region. On the one hand, the erstwhile
British colonies were being de-colonised immediately after the World War I, and on the other,
their political liberation came in a fractured state. The phenomenon of this fractured identity was
not only a state affair as such. In fact, the millions living in Punjab and Bengal bore the brunt of
partition in a way that still defines their existence in many ways. For Punjab, partition and
exchange of population — the Hindus coming from Western Punjab of Pakistan to India and the
Muslims moving from Eastern Punjab of India to Pakistan — were primarily a one-time affair
though it was in no way peaceful or voluntary. Therefore, perhaps many would argue that, if the
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blood-soaked partition of Punjab in 1947 resolved the growing tensions between the Hindus and
Sikhs, on the one hand, and the Muslims, on the other. But, for Bengal, the Partition turned out to
be a messier affair that is yet to be concluded. The partition of Bengal in 1947 is a continuing
process that perennially tends to influence the lives of the inhabitants on both sides of the
boundary since Sir Cyril Radcliffe and his colleagues in the Bengal Boundary Commission
decided to hurriedly draw an imaginary line before leaving India.

The studies on displacemﬁnt due to the partition in the East of India tend to concentrate
primarily on the Hindu refugees from East Pakistan. These studies often overlook the other
stories of partition in the East — stories of the minorities - Muslims in West Bengal In fact,
impact of partition on the minorities, it created on the both sides of the border, who remained
where they were and d1d not emigrate as refugees to the new nation, has not received the
attention that it deserves'. Keeping this fact in mind in this study, we shall attempt to unravel the
stories of Muslim women of Hooghly, the otherwise calm and quiet place during the turbulent
years of partition. This article is about the twice displacement of these Muslim women, who
were first displaced during partition from their homes and took refuge in Imambarah (Imam, an
angel + Barah, a building to live in), a holy place for them, situated on the bank of the Hooghly
river in the district of Hooghly. The violence that broke out in 1950 in different parts of West
Bengal was mainly responsible for this displacement. The manager of Imambarah took initiatives
to arrange a special train for these uprooted Muslims, who wanted to leave their country for the
security of their lives. Crossing the newly carved international border they took shelter in a
somewhat alien land in East Pakistan (earlier known as East Bengal) on the other side of the
border. But then came the second displacement then when they discovered, ironically, the
situation across the border was not hospitable enough for them. Therefore, these displaced
Muslims from West Bengal could not assimilate themselves alongside the people of East
Pakistan, who mostly belonged to the Sunni sect of Islam, while the displaced Muslims, our
respondents were primarily Shias and Urdu speaking.
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