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NOTE

The modern history of the region explored in this book has been turbulent. The region has
been named and renamed, and as a result there is a confusing multiplicity of geographical
and political designations. The following explanation may help some readers.

East Bengal, East Pakistan and Bangladesh refer to the same territory, now the
independent state of Bangladesh. In 1947 the region of Bengal was divided and its eastern
part joined the new state of Pakistan. In 1971 it broke away from Pakistan and formed the
independent state of Bangladesh.

India, Hindustan and Bharat refer to the same state, India.

Burma and Myanmar refer to the same state, currently known as Myanmar in official
parlance.

Assam, a state {province) of India, gradually broke into several smaller states: Arunachal
Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland (See Appendix Figure 2).

The official spelling of many towns and districts has varied during the period under review,
for example Dacca/Dhaka, Calcutta/Kolkata, Gauhati/Guwahati. For current spellings of
district names, see Appendix Figure 1.
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STUDYING BORDERLANDS

On a border road in India, a truckload of border guards encounter a rickshaw.
They quarrel over who has the right of way. The guards give the rickshaw-
puller a beating and then open fire, killing five bystanders and wounding two.
In protest, local political parties declare a general strike. Later, in Delhi,
borderland Members of Parliament accuse the guards of habitually humiliating
and assaulting the border population, but the Deputy Speaker concludes a fierce
parliamentary debate with the words:

We are proud of our [Border Guards] and other Forces. The Members
cannot irresponsibly utter anything and everything on the Forces ... I will
not allow you to say anything more ... Nothing will go on record.!

This is an everyday story from one of the world’s many borderlands. It points
to the complicated relationship between borderlanders and their rulers. This
book explores that relationship. It looks at what happens when a border is
imposed on an unsuspecting population, how a new borderland takes shape,
and what relationships develop between borderlanders and their states.

Borders come about in many ways. Some are like earthquakes. When the
earth’s tectonic plates move, the ground heaves and roars. Houses crumble,
trees snap and people run around in panic. A deep fissure suddenly separates
one half of the landscape from the other. And then it is all over. An eerie
silence hangs over a land that is forever scarred, broken, double. A little later,
aid teams rush to the site; they comfort the victims and help them pick up their
lives. In the media, seismologists explain that earthquakes are both inevitable
and unpredictable. And then the world moves on. When the world’s political
tectonic plates move, they create fissures known as international borders. Many
of these come about in ways that, for those who experience them, are just as
overpowering, devastating and unpredictable as earthquakes. But there are no
political seismologists and no border aid teams, and what happens during and
after such upheavals is little known. The study of borders is a curiously neglected
no man'’s land.
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The Bengal borderland

This book deals with the territorial and human consequences of a border whose
birth, had it been an earthquake, would have registered way up on the Richter
scale. We look at the fissure itself —a huge territorial gash of over 4,000 kilometres
— and at how it became part of the everyday lives of millions of people living
near it. This border separating India, East Pakistan (Bangladesh from 1971)
and Burma became the backbone of a new borderland to which I refer as the
‘Bengal borderland’ because it bisects and encircles a region historically known
as Bengal (see Appendix, Figure 2). The story of the Bengal borderland is
important for those who wish to understand social change in South Asia, but
this book also aims at linking it to broader concerns in social theory, particularly
to the study of borders and border communities, and to how we conceptualize
social space.

In August 1947, the tectonic plates of South Asian politics shifted abruptly.
British colonial rule in India came to an end, the colony was split and the
Bengal borderland was born with such suddenness that nobody actually knew
its exact location till several days later.? Nothing had foreshadowed its
geographical position, and its creation took the people who now found
themselves to be living in a borderland by surprise. As one of them recalled, it
was a time of great confusion:

“You should realize that the separation happened all of a sudden and people
were not well informed. Many people thought that it was only temporary
and that the two countries would one day be one again.” Only gradually
did it dawn on most of them what it meant to be living near an international
border. “They turned our world upside down ... Nobody asked us, we did
not know what was happening till much later ... Qur lives were
amputated.”

This book explains how these borderlanders and their states coped with a
new, previously unimagined reality. We will see that the border remained a
highly emotive issue: even today, its very location is contested in many places
and there are groups who refuse to accept its legitimacy. The new border created
a volatile region, linking India, Bangladesh and Burma, that has experienced
wars, border conflicts, regional revolts and many forms of everyday resistance.’

The story of this region does not support the idea that the world is becoming
borderless as it globalizes. On the contrary, the Bengal borderland is increasingly
being policed, patrolled, fenced and land-mined. And vet, throughout its
existence, it has been the scene of large transnational flows of labour migrants
and refugees, of trade in many goods, and of exchanges of ideas and information.



STUDYING BORDERLANDS 3

Most of these flows were unauthorized by the states concerned, indicating
continual struggles between the powers of territorial control and those of cross-
border networking.

The changing social geographies of the borderland were bound up not only
with these struggles, but also with a multiplicity of identities, old and new, that
borderlanders juggled in their efforts to make sense of their new situation and
shape a future for themselves. These in turn deeply influenced borderland
culture, the policies of the new states, and the transnational networks facilitating
cross-border flows. All these reasons make the Bengal borderland an important
example of a modern borderland: thoroughly modern in the sense that it was
created less than 60 years ago, it reverberates with the tensions noticeable in
contemporary borderlands all over the globe.

Why study borderlands?

For a long time social scientists showed no more than a limited interest in the
study of borderlands. In recent years, however, a concern with the processes of
global restructuring has led to a perceptible increase in research on borderlands
all over the world. Today, the study of borderlands is providing new insights
into the relationship between modermn states and transnational linkages.®

Borderland studies can tell us much about states because borders form a
clear link between geography and politics.” The state’s pursuit of territoriality
—its strategy to exert complete authority and control over social life in its territory
— produces borders and makes them into crucial markers of the success and
limitations of that strategy. The ubiquity of international borders in today’s
world is a testimony to the importance of state territoriality: a recent survey
calculated that there are 226,000 kilometres of land border worldwide, more
than five times the earth’s circumference.? Territoriality is inherently conflictual
and tends to generate rival territorialities. Hence, borders need to be constantly
maintained and socially reproduced through particular practices and discourses
that emphasize the ‘other.’ Territoriality actively encourages the ‘zero-sum games’
that characterize geopolitical, national and border conflicts.’

But borders are also reproduced by transnational reconfiguration. They play
a central role in regulating transnational flows and are in turn deeply influenced
by them. As social scientists turn their attention from the ‘virtual’ world of
global investment and speculation to the ‘real’ world of cross-border linkages
and inter-territorial economies, borderlands emerge as core objects of
transnational research. ™

Increasingly, this new interest in borders merges with work on identity,
ethnicity, citizenship and culture. The study of border cultures (or cultural
landscapes that transcend political borders) is necessary in order to shift the
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focus from state strategies and global economic change to the people living in
the borderland. Borderlanders’ perceptions, practices, identities and discourses
are central to the social reproduction, maintenance or subversion of borders.
How do people in borderlands negotiate cultural elements to symbolize their
membership in local, regional, national and international communities?!! How
do they juggle multiple identities in the midst of great change? How do these
identities impinge on the formation of states, nations and transnational
networks? Cross-border cultural landscapes cannot be ‘inferred or deduced from
a knowledge of the political and economic structures of the states at their
borders’, but are a matter of empirical research.’

Finally, studying the transformation of international borderlands in a period
of global reterritorialization requires a historical approach. The historicity of
borderland space is obvious. Whether borderlands are created with earthquake-
like suddenness or not, their formal beginnings are usually well documented,
and so is their formal demise. As spatialized social relations, borderlands may
be long-lived; indeed, they may have an afterlife well beyond the states that
created them.® During their existence, they are changing geographies, shaped
and reconfigured by social struggles and negotiations whose outcome is not
predetermined.* Mapping and comparing these transformations requires
historical research. '

At another level, the historicity of borderlands lies in their symbolic uses.
They are often portrayed as the material embodiment of a state’s (or nation’s)
history as encapsulating its struggle for sovereignty and self-determination.’
As such, dominant historical narratives may sacralize borderlands and make
them pawns in the ‘performance’ of sovereignty.!® Borderlanders may develop
counter-narratives (e.g. irredentist ones) in which the historical significance of
the border that separates them is minimized. In other words, borderlands are
often battlefields of historiography, of the politics of selective remembering and
forgetting.

Shaking off the ‘iron grip’ of the nation-state

The study of borderlands can play an important role in rethinking wider social
theory, especially with regard to how we conceptualize social space. In the social
sciences, it has long been customary to imagine the world as divided into distinct
‘societies’, ‘cultures’ and ‘economies’, and to think of these as fixed to specific
territories. This is not surprising given the fact that the social sciences developed
during the period in which the modern interstate system came into being. This
is a system based on the territorialization of state power ‘through which each
state strives to exercise exclusive sovereignty over a delineated, self-enclosed
geographical space.’'” Consequently, the modern state employs a strategy of
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territoriality, a spatial strategy to ‘affect, influence, or control resources and people,
by controlling area.’ It is a form of enforcement that involves the active use of
geographic space to classify social phenomena.’®

This strategy of territorializing state power and sovereignty has proved to-be
very successful: during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries a web of
contiguous state tetritoties spread to cover the entire globe.!” Social scientists
were so deeply influenced by this development that their work came to reflect
a territorialist epistemology that entailed a

transposition of the historically unique territorial structure of the modern
interstate system into a generalized model of sociospatial organization,
whether with reference to political, societal, economic, or cultural
processes.?

Adopting this model had far-reaching consequences for how social scientists
studied the world. Most of them took state territories as a ‘preconstituted,
naturalized, or unchanging scale of analysis’, and their work tended towards a
methodological territorialism that analysed all spatial forms and scales as being
self-enclosed geographical units.? In this way, their social imagination was stifled
by the ‘iron grip of the nation state’; they fell into a ‘territorial trap.’?

In recent years, a rebellion has been gathering against this state-centred
epistemology and its commitment to ‘received’ units.?? It opposes the idea that
the modern state’s territorial form can be a general model for societies, cultures
and economies. Certainly, each state claims to produce a ‘space wherein
something is accomplished, a space, even, where something is brought to
perfection: namely, a unified and hence homogeneous society.””* But this claim
should not be confused with its realization. This is what social scientists do
when they treat states as the conceptual starting point for their investigations,
when they accept states as the rules of the game.”” The inherited model of
state-defined societies, cultures and economies has become highly problematic
and social theorists are devising new models.?® Studying borderlands — zones
within which international borders lie— can be one way of challenging the
inherited model, because the only way to study borderlands adequately is to
understand them as much more than merely the margins of state territories.
Borderland practices challenge the inherited model because they are based on
ways of imagining power and space that differ from the ‘heartland’ practices
that underlie much social science theorizing. Social scientists have tended to
marginalize borderland practices, making them appear far more peripheral than
they really are. As we shall see, borderland dynamics have a direct and
fundamental impact on the shape of states, heartland practices and transnational
linkages.
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A borderless world?

In recent years it has become popular to herald the demise of the state and the
emergence of a borderless, globalized world. The idea is that the geography of
territorial states is being ‘deterritorialized’. The forces of globalization —
transnational flows of capital, people, goods and information — are progressively
undermining the strategy of territoriality, the attempt to classify and control by
means of geographical fixity, borders and enclosure. As a result, it is argued,
new post-territorial geographies of networks and flows are supplanting the
inherited geography of state territories.?’

This deterritorialization thesis does not take sufficient account of the historical
complexities of territoriality, nor of the fact that global flows cannot occur unless
they are ‘premised upon various forms of spatial fixity, localization and
(re)territorialization.’”® In other words, it is not a matter of pitching
territorialization against deterritorialization or globalization, but rather one of
understanding changing patterns of historical territorialization.?’

In world history, the bundling together of territoriality and state sovereignty
is a relatively new phenomenon. It received arguably its strongest impetus from
the emergence of industrial capitalism in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, and has been described as the geographical solution to a dilemma
facing the emerging capitalist class: how to balance competition and mutual
cooperation. Nation-states provided arenas in which this balance could be
struck: they protected the interests of a national capitalist class and maintained
control over the working class. Nation-states emerged as the ‘basic building
blocks of the advanced capitalist system,’ and, in Neil Smith’s powerful image,
dramatically reconstructed the world as a giant ‘jigsaw puzzle of national
pieces.”® But this dispensation was not permanent. After the Second World
War, the internationalization of markets and production processes rendered
the national scale of economic organization ‘increasingly obsolete’. The state
found it more and more difficult to function as a gatekeeper state that provided
both extraterritorial opportunities for national capital and security against the
perceived social costs of internationalization, especially immigration.’® It was
only by means of a ‘Ramboesque reaffirmation of national boundaries’ (trade
and immigration restrictions, currency controls, militaristic display, the United
Nations) that states were able to extend the association of territoriality to state
sovereignty up to the early 1970s. Then the pieces of Smith’s jigsaw puzzle were
thrown into the air, and new relations between economies, territorial polities
and cultures came into being.?

The point being stressed by a number of theorists is that this did not imply a
deterritorialisation of the world, but rather a new phase of territorialisation in
which the link between territory and sovereignty became partially ‘unbundled.’



STUDYING BORDERLANDS 7

Increasingly this process is being referred to as re-scaling, after the core concept
of a new approach, geographical scale.”

The construction of scale

The concept of scale is of particular significance in the study of borderlands.
Theorists of scale criticize the social sciences for generally treating space as
self-evident, unproblematic, and unrequiring of theory, and for viewing ‘history
as the independent variable, the actor, and geography as the dependent — the
ground on which events “take place,” the field within which history unfolds.”*
They deplore that social scientists have foregrounded time and society in their
studies but have marginalised space. Rather than treating space as an equal
partner to time and society, most social scientists have relegated it to a neutral
backdrop of socio-historical relations, assuming space to be a fixed material
essence waiting for humans to figure out how best to use it to economic or
social advantage.” These theorists argue that occluding the spatial from social
analysis is a serious mistake because space is not merely a material essence — on
the contrary, its importance lies in its being socially constructed. Human life is
unthinkable without spatial connotations and much of human life revolves
around struggles over space. This social dimension of space is highlighted in
studies of scales, the levels of spatial representation that we use constantly in
our social analyses. For example, the local, national, or global scales that we
are all familiar with are in no way natural or pre-given but are socially
constructed. They are the result of human activities and are best understood as
‘temporary stand-offs in a perpetual transformative ... socio-spatial power
struggle,’ or as provisional geographical resolutions of power struggles that are
historically produced, stabilised and transformed.*® These stand-offs (scalar
configurations, or scalar fixes’”) can be quite long-lived. They can become so
stabilised as ‘scaffoldings’ of certain forms of power and control that we
experience them as natural and permanent.®® But they are always finite.

Theorists of scale recognize that geographical scales are produced, contested,
and transformed through an ‘immense range of sociopolitical and discursive
processes, strategies, and struggles that cannot be derived from any single
encompassing dynamic.” Conversely, the study of these processes, strategies
and struggles must pay more serious attention to their spatial aspects, including
the historical variability of scales.* In this view, current changes in the world
are linked to the emergence of a new scalar fix to replace the one that was
dominant till the early 1970s. What is going on, then, is not the demise of the
territorial but a reterritorialisation such as has not happened since the creation
of the nation-state.

In this process, it is most unlikely that the national scale, and international
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borders, will simply evaporate. The strategy of territoriality is alive and kicking,
but it is no longer clustered primarily around the level of the nation-state.
Transnational capital has largely replaced national capital and this is a root
cause why the national level has lost its pivotal position as the pre-eminent
geographical unit. The bundling of territory and sovereignty at the state level,
which was the comerstone of the previous scalar fix, is weakening. This has led
states to develop ‘concerted strategies to create new scales of state regulation
to facilitate and coordinate the globalization process: at both sub- and supra-
national levels.’®! In other words, they are active agents in the regulation of
transnational flows that always need to be grounded in spatial fixity and
localization. State strategies of territoriality have proved adaptable; they are
now employed more than before at levels other than the national, particularly
at that of the sub-national (export zones, growth regions, metropolises) and at
that of the supra-national (free trade zones, growth triangles, unions of states,
international organizations and alliances). In other words, territoriality is being
re-scaled by states that should be seen as active partners in global restructuring,
and not as passive victims of deterritorialization.

At the same time, countervailing strategies by groups — corporations, advocacy
networks, criminal organisations, international labour migrants — that are out
to circumvent the power of territorial organisation, or to dismantle entrenched
scalar morphologies, are also being re-scaled.* They too now manifest
themselves at scales that are at once more global and more local than before.
Since the early 1970s, the ‘politics of scale’ have been increasingly characterized
by this ‘jumping of scales,” thereby contributing powerfully to a reterritorialization
of the world.* We can comprehend these developments only if we become
more aware of how social processes work across scales. This requires that we
are neither state-obsessed nor globe-entranced.*

Re-imagining the study of borderlands

These reflections on the need to escape the iron grip of the nation-state are, of
course, extremely relevant for the study of borderlands. A ‘borderland’ is a
zone, or region, within which lies an international border, and a ‘borderland
society’ is a social and cultural system straddling that border.* Borderland studies
have been deeply marked by the territorialist epistemology of the social sciences
(the tendency to study the world as a patchwork of state-defined societies,
economies and cultures) and its corollary, methodological territorialism (the
tendency to analyse spatial forms as self-enclosed geographical units). This
approach predisposes students of international borderlands to treat these not
as units in their own right, but primarily as the margins of states, societies,
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economies and cultures. The state territory is the implicit centre of gravity, the
point of reference, and borderlands are seen in their relationship to that territory.
For this reason, we know much more about how states deal with borderlands
than how borderlands deal with states. A reconfigured study of borderlands
which takes both sides of an international border as its unit of analysis provides
a powerful corrective to the current territorialization and state-centricity of
the social imagination. Research on borderlands undermines ‘lazy assumptions’
that state and society, state and nation, or state and governance are synonymous
or territorially coterminous.*” It is important to realize that borders not only
join what is different but also divide what is similar.*® They create what Oscar
Martinez has termed a borderlands milieu.®

Insisting on the historicity of social space is essential for the study of
borderland societies. Borders are too often seen as spatial fixtures, lines in the
landscape, separators of societies — the passive and pre-given ground on which
events take place. But if we think of spatiality as an aspect of social relations
that is continually being reconfigured, borders become much more significant.
It is here that the strategy of state territoriality is dramatized and state sovereignty
is flaunted. It is also here that many countervailing strategies contesting state
territoriality are clustered. The struggle between these strategies continually
reproduces, reconstructs, or undermines border regions. In other words, there
is nothing passive about borders; in borderlands, the spatiality of social relations
is forever taking on new shapes, and we need conceptual tools to analyse these
transformations.

But this is only part of the story. Now that the global politics of scale
themselves are undergoing major change, international borders have become
crucial localities for studying how global restructuring affects territoriality, how
global reterritorialization takes place. When people, goods, capital and ideas
flow across borders, what happens to them and to those borders? The
contributions of borderland actors (including states) to the present round of
global restructuring, and the resultant reconfiguration of social relations in
borderlands, are little understood. The rhetoric of ‘globalization’ suggests prime
movers being located in centres of production and consumption, with flows
moving between them. But these flows do not move in thin air and are not
disembodied. We need to incorporate the social relations of transport and
distribution, and their spatiality, in analyses of global re-scaling. And although
borders may be localities of importance when it comes to production and
consumption, they are always localities of importance when it comes to transport
and distribution — another reason to take them seriously in studies of global
restructuring.
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The study of borderlands and ‘scale’

Borderland studies benefit from the endeavour to escape from the iron grip of
the nation state not only because this endeavour provides a corrective to the
current state-centricity of the social imagination, or because it highlights a
dynamic site of transnational reconfiguration. Borderland studies can also refine
the concept of scale. As we have seen, scales are ways in which we frame
conceptions of spatial reality, and the outcomes of these framings have material
consequences.” In an international borderland, geographical scales of various
levels cut across each other. Borderlands obviously mark the national scale
because two national units meet here, providing ‘an already partitioned
geography within which social activity takes place.” For example, citizenship
based on a territorial definition of the nation separates people living on either
side of the border, and provides them with an identity around which control is
exerted and contested.” But an international border may also mark the border
of other scales. The border between Greece and Bulgaria doubles as a border
between the European Union and the outside world, just as, before 1989, it
formed the border between the Socialist Bloc and the Capitalist Bloc. The
border between Burma and Bangladesh separates two states but also two world
regions, Southeast Asia and South Asia.”> And the border between Mexico
and the United States is often held up as marking the border between the
North and the South (or the developed and developing world).* By contrast,
a borderland may not be a partitioned geography when we consider other scales,
e.g. a linguistic community (the Arab world), a production system (the
magquiladora system on the U.S.-Mexican border), or an international military
alliance (NATO).

For these reasons contemporary borderlands provide privileged sites for
research on how particular scales become constituted. In borderlands, the
struggle over scale redefinitions is always intense and highly visible, and the
current worldwide re-scaling of the state makes borderlands even more salient
research sites. Studying the politics of scale in borderlands forces us to be more
precise about the concept of scale itself. Richard Howitt argues that we need to
explore more carefully the genealogies and contents of the many spatial
metaphors that have become prominent in the social sciences. Criticizing an
overemphasis on the usual metaphors for scale — scale as size (as in map scale)
and scale as level (as in a pyramid or hierarchy of scales) — he suggests that we
think of scale primarily as a web of relations.> While some people have access
to webs at different levels, or webs with a wider geographical span, others do
not.”

Two sets of questions present themselves here. On the one hand there is the
issue of how we imagine such webs to be bordered. What are the spatial limits
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of scales? How do they come about, how are they maintained, and how are
they overcome? The second set of questions has to do with how different groups
imagine scale. Social scientists’ geographical imagifations are important because
they have an impact on their understanding of social, cultural and material
realities, and, to varying degrees, ultimately on those realities themselves. But
itis the geographical imaginations of groups involved in particular social struggles
— their analysis of webs of relations of different levels and sizes in which they are
involved, or from which they are excluded — that determine their strategies in
a politics of scale. Research on scale has begun to engage with this issue, and
this is essential because scale-literacy and theorizing about scale require an
understanding of various alternative styles of ‘scaling the world.”® Unfortunately,
both the question of the bordering of scales and that of styles of scaling still
tend to be looked at within national frameworks. Therefore, a focus on
borderlands may provide powerful new insights into dynamics and complexities
of scale that have not yet been explored.

The case of the Bengal borderland

The Bengal borderland provides a perfect case for developing a new style of
borderland studies. First, to most people this is one of the world’s most marginal
places, the periphery of the periphery. Located in a poor, powerless and largely
ignored part of the world, it forms the perimeter of societies that are themselves
seen as of little consequence in world affairs. As a result, it has hardly been
studied. Ignorance may not breed contempt but it certainly breeds prejudice.
In this book, I demonstrate that the Bengal borderland is far from the sleepy
backwater in a lost corner of the world that many imagine it to be. It is a
dynamic site of transnational reconfiguration, a hotbed of re-scaling, and an
excellent place to help us shake off a state-centric social imagination. It provides
a strong case for re-imagining social space.

Second, the case of the Bengal borderland underlines the need for borderland
studies to be historical. It provides us with an unusually crisp, laboratory-like
situation. Here a largely unprepared population had to cope with a very sudden,
and well-documented, imposition of an international border. Their society was
brusquely partitioned and the resultant permutations show clearly the myriad
individual and group strategies that go into the invention of borderlands, and
thus they drive home the historicity of all social space.

Finally, the Bengal borderland demonstrates how borderland studies have to
struggle with state simplifications, the tendency inherent in statecraft (and a
fair bit of social science) to represent only that slice of social reality that interests
the official observer.”” The Bengal borderland figures very prominently in the
fiery political rhetoric and historical imaginations of the adjoining states, but
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these states have never felt the need to commission comprehensive empirical
studies. As a state simplification, the borderland is considered to be ‘known.’

It is therefore no surprise that public debates on the Bengal borderland in
South Asia are replete with stereotypes that need to be challenged. For example,
it is commonly assumed that the creation of the borderland, at the midnight
hour of 14 to 15 August 1947, was essentially a question of drawing a North-
South border through Bengal, that Bengal was cut in two, that East Pakistan
was carved out of India, and that population dislocation was overwhelmingly
the flight of Hindus from Pakistan to India. All of these are wrong, as the
following chapters will explain. The unchallenged persistence of such basic
misconceptions is a comment on the near-absence of critical academic research
in this field. ‘

This state of affairs is a result of the dominance of state simplifications, but
also of the methodological territorialism and state -centred bias that are as strong
among social scientists active in this region as anywhere else. In addition, the
state elites of the region have displayed a pervasive concern with sovereignty,
security and territorial control. They have kept the bordetland fairly inaccessible
and this also has dissuaded academics from studying it.

Accessing the Bengal borderland

The lack of academic research on the Bengal borderland cannot be blamed on
a dearth of material. As two recent contributions, by Joya Chatterji and Ranabir
Samaddar, have demonstrated, there is sufficient source material to develop a
rich field of borderland studies in this region - to invent the borderland as a
unit of research.® But there are no ready-made methodologies and we have to
feel our way towards the best methods of accessing and interpreting the available
material. Paul Nugent has suggested for another borderland that it is in the
nature of the subject matter that the spotlight pans across a wide field.” I have
based myself largely on archival records and on interviews in different parts of
the borderland. In addition, I have used material in the public domain, especially
newspaper articles, memoirs and books. It is also true, however, that much
historical and contemporary information that would be freely available to
students of borderlands elsewhere in the world, is treated as highly confidential
and restricted by India, Bangladesh and Burma.

The strategies of territoriality employed by these states are remarkable for
relying on measures of blocking information that are becoming rare in today’s
world. For example, in an age in which satellite tracking and remote sensing
provide extremely detailed geographical information to states and armies around
the world, inhabitants of this borderland (and other citizens of these states,
including researchers) are still barred from getting even moderately accurate
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maps of the border regions. Ranabir Samaddar described his experiences when he
was doing research on transborder migration in West Bengal (India) in the 1990s:

I was shown a number of maps which underscored the point being made
by the [Indian security] officers that the Indo-Bangladesh border is no
border at all given the terrain, ponds, rivers, small canals and rice fields
which remain connected and interlocked. But the moment I asked, in all
innocence, why should these maps not be published so that the people
can see for themselves how difficult the job of border policing was, the
officers shrank back. In fact, raising any questions about the maps or asking
for a copy of a map raises suspicion. They wanted to know why exactly did
I need it? Then followed the hedging advices, such as, oh, you can get
that from Calcutta’s X office or Y bureau ... I was advised to leave the
maps out. Maps are a barred subject.®

In South Asia, such bureaucratic panic reflects an unbroken tradition of
secrecy about maps going back to the establishment of the Survey of India in
1767. Even today the Indian Ministry of Defence sees itself as the ‘owner of
Indian geographic data’ and enforces severe restrictions on their public use.®!
South Asian geographers have long denounced this policy as irrational, ludicrous
and anachronistic, but to no avail.® Secrecy is particularly intense regarding
border and coastal areas and it is not restricted to recent maps showing the
location of the border.®® Even pre-1947 survey maps of what is now the
borderland are off-limits because this information is considered to be too
strategically sensitive to share with the public. Of course, many of these maps
are freely available abroad. The same reasons of state are invoked to block
access to decades-old records and statistical data, and the national press is
cautioned to ‘exercise restraint’ in reporting on border matters.* In addition,
all three states have declared large parts of the borderland physically out of
bounds for anyone but borderland residents and state personnel, plus a lucky
few who are given a special permit. Since 1947, the public in South Asia has
had no access to accurate maps showing a band of some 80 kilometres either
way of the land borders. The borders that play such an important role in South
Asian politics are, quite literally, left to the imagination.

These restrictions, which account partly for the undeveloped state of
borderland studies in this part of the world, point to an official politics of
forgetting, an elaborate attempt to obliterate the contested origins and nature
of the border.®® This politics of forgetting is clearly part of what Sankaran Krishna
describes as ‘postcolonial anxiety’: a fear of national disunity and fragmentation
that produces actions and policies that may in fact hasten precisely that very
outcome.® Attempts to keep South Asia’s borderlands under wraps — to retain
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them as geographies of ignorance®” — are being confronted with demands to
democratize geographical knowledge. Predictably, it has been quite impossible
to forget the Bengal border: it has remained a live — and at times violently
explosive — issue surrounded by a whirlwind of disinformation, confusion and
misrepresentation.®

Such restrictions and emotions make a study like this difficult but not
impossible. Most of the archival material that [ have used is accessible in the
National Archives of Bangladesh. Here the confidential records of the Home
Ministry of East Bengal proved to be an especially rich source for the period
between 1947 and the mid-1960s. These records present not only the viewpoints
of the Government of East Bengal (= East Pakistan, today: Bangladesh) but
also those of its counterparts across the border: they contain many government
documents, reports, letters and telegrammes from India (especially Assam,
Tripura, West Bengal, Bihar) and Burma. In addition, it is possible to hear the
voices of many non-state actors in the petitions, verbatim reports of interviews,
letters, newspaper clippings, pamphlets and censored material that are included
in these government records. Unfortunately, the quality and quantity of the
archival records tapers off sharply in the late 1950s and few records are available
for the period after 1965.

Borderlanders themselves provided the second major source of information
for this book. In the course of many discussions and interviews over a period of
fifteen years, they opened my eyes to many aspects of borderland life. My interest
in the borderland theme began during fieldwork in West Bengal (India) and
Bangladesh in 1988.% It developed further when I was doing research on the
Chittagong Hill Tracts (Bangladesh).” Over the years, I visited dozens of
localities on both sides of the border and I had numerous further discussions
with borderlanders that took place in non-borderland localities. Md. Mahbubar
Rahman and myself jointly took many of the interviews quoted in the text;
others were conducted by just one of us.”

In the public domain, newspapers provided a crucial body of information. A
large number of newspapers were published in all three countries during the
entire period under review. Metropolitan newspapers (from cities such as Dhaka,
Calcutta, Karachi, Delhi and Rangoon) provided rather uneven coverage of
events in the borderland. Local newspapers from the borderland might have
filled the gaps but it proved impossible to locate more than occasional copies
because libraries rarely collected them systematically. Nevertheless, newspapers
were an essential source of information, particularly for the period since 1965,
and their coverage of borderland affairs improved over time.

These three bodies of information (archival records, interviews and
newspapers), together with photographs and the published material listed at
the end of this book, made it possible to write this study of the Bengal borderland.
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But at the same time these sources were often fragmented and episodic; they
put definite limits on what I could see and forced me to make clear choices.”
For example, the first chapters of this book are more archive-based and focus
on the earlier decades (1940s to 1960s) whereas later chapters draw more heavily
on newspapers and interviews and tend to focus on the more recent past. Despite
this overall chronological approach, the fragmented material lent itself more
easily to a thematic account when it came to presenting detail. As a result, the
book consists of thematic chapters that show chronological sequences to the
extent that the available material allowed.

My decision to emphasize borderland perspectives also led me not to delve
too deeply into several matters that come up with great regularity in the archival
material, e.g. internal discussions between officials stationed in the borderland
and their superiors in provincial and national capitals, or the evolving structure
of state bureaucracies in the borderland. Some readers may be surprised that
certain historical events that receive much attention in mainstream
historiography are treated in rather a cursory manner in this book. Sometimes
this is because there is still a lack of detailed information on how these events
unfolded in the borderland (e.g. the Bangladesh war of independence in 1971)
and sometimes because the available information suggests that their effects on
the borderland were not particularly significant (e.g. many changes in
government).

Despite its limitations, the material at hand allows me to present a fairly
complex image of the Bengal borderland — a modern border landscape created
less than 60 years ago — and its transformation during the current period of
world reterritorialization. My intention is not just to show how this region
evolved. In addition, I explore the ways in which borderlands may help us
understand processes of territoriality and global restructuring, because ‘some
things can only occur at borders.””

How the book is organized

The book consists of a number of chapters presenting substantive evidence on
selected aspects of borderland society. These are prefaced by Chapters 2 and 3,
which provide brief comments on the historiographical context. The story of
the Bengal borderland has always been incorporated into the story of the break-
up of British India and the creation of independent India and Pakistan, known
as ‘Partition.” Chapter 2 (‘Partition studies’) examines some conventions of
this historiographical tradition: an emphasis on Partition as a unique event, a
tendency to extrapolate from the historical experience of one particular province
(Punjab), a periodization that takes 1947 as the end point of Partition, a strong
emphasis on high politics, and a tendency to invoke the border as a
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representation of Partition without actually studying the border as a lived reality.
I argue that these conventions are problematic and should be reconsidered,
and that the study of Partition needs to be advanced and enriched by bringing
the border back in. Chapter 3 (‘Radcliffe’s fateful line’) gives a brief introduction
to the genesis of the border and the remarkable role of a single colonial official
in deciding its location. The chapter goes on to examine three widespread
misconceptions about the making of this border — that it bisected Bengal, that
it provided a border to Muslim-majority areas, and that it separated Hindus (in
India) from Muslims (in Pakistan).

The following chapters form two groups. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on state
actions in the borderland, mainly in the early years of its existence. Chapter 4
(‘A patchwork border’) details the new states’ efforts to inscribe the border in
the landscape, and the insurmountable problems they faced regarding moving
rivers, unsurveyed land and mapping errors. Their inability to agree on,
demarcate and normalize many parts of the border ensured a subsequent history
of border conflict, borderland volatility and diplomatic unease that continues
to the present day. Chapter 5 (‘Securing the territory’) looks at how the new
states took control of the borderland. It presents their main tools: an expanding
bureaucracy, the use of paramilitary forces, and mechanisms for homogenizing
the borderland population and for resolving interstate border contflict.

From Chapter 6, attention shifts more to the activities of non-state actors in
the borderland. In Chapter 6 (‘Defiance and accommodation’) we explore how
borderlanders dealt with the new reality of having an international border in
their backyard. We look especially at what happened to local social, economic
and cultural relations that had suddenly become ‘international,’ e.g. people
who lived on one side of the border but who had a job, or owned land or a
business, on the other. How did they cope? And how did agents of the new
states react to borderlanders who chose to ignore or defy the border?

Chapter 7 (‘The flow of goods’) plots the ways in which borderland trade
flows adapted to the imposition of the border and to subsequent state attempts
to manipulate them. The chapter details the failure of these attempts and the
emergence of a subversive borderland economy based on various forms of
unauthorized trade. Instead of regulating cross-border trade, the states ended
up being themselves increasingly re-scaled by unauthorised forms of trade
flowing through the hands of borderlanders.

Chapters 8 and 9 consider the movement of people passing through the
borderland. Chapter 8 (‘Narratives of border crossing’) presents three powerful
state-centred narratives regarding cross-border migration — homecoming,
infiltration and denial — and their ominous consequences for transborder
migrants. Chapter 9 (‘Migrants, fences and deportations’) shows how state
attempts to stop unauthorized cross-border migration failed. The tools employed
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— fencing the border, identification cards and deportation — proved to be no
match for the forces that were driving people to go abroad to make a living.
Analysing cross-border migration requires us to acknowledge the immense
Bangladeshi diaspora and to focus on the strategies of individual migrants, the
networks supporting their international migration, and the roles of borderlanders
and state personnel in these networks.

Chapter 10 (‘Rebels and bandits’) presents the considerable political and
military challenges to state power in the borderland, and considers how the
many borderland rebellions of the past 60 years have had a contradictory effect.
One the one hand they have challenged the state strategy of territoriality but
on the other, they have reinforced the border as a lived reality.

Chapter 11 (*“Rifle Raj” and the killer border’) is concerned with border
violence. Based on recent newspaper coverage, it examines the levels of violence,
the factors involved, the perpetrators and the patterns of border violence that
can be distinguished. This analysis of the ‘violence of territoriality’ has a narrow
scope: for reasons of measurement, only acts of violence that occurred on, or
very near, the actual borderline have been included.

Chapter 12 (‘Nation and borderland’) sketches ideological and symbolic
struggles in the borderland. It looks at the imprint of the nation on borderland
culture and at symbols of state territoriality. At the same time it explains to
what extent symbols of borderland cultural unity have been used to resist the
hegemony of the nation in the borderland. The chapter concludes with a brief
exploration of how the borderland is imagined in nationalist discourse.

Finally, in Chapter 13 (‘Conclusion: Beyond state and nation’) we return to
the themes outlined in this introduction, especially to the issue of how
borderland studies can contribute to sociospatial theory. The links between
borderland and time, borderland and politics and borderland and scale are
briefly touched upon, as are those between the everyday transnationality of
borderlanders’ life routines and the larger issues of global re-territorialization.

Notes

1 This incident took place in West Bengal, India. For details, more references, and similar
cases in Bangladesh, see chapter 11. ‘BSF road-rage shooting kills 5 in Cooch Behar,’
The Statesman (4 December 1999); ‘XIII Lok Sabha Debates, Session II (Winter Session),
Monday, November 29, 1999/Agrahayana 2, 1921 (Saka) (available from: http://alfa.nic.in/
Isdeb/ls13/ses2/17291199.htm); X Lok Sabha Debates, Session II (Winter Session),
Thursday, December 9, 1999/Agrahayana 18, 1921 (Saka) (available from: http://alfa.nic.in/
Isdeb/Is13/ses2/31091299 .htm).

2 For details, see chapters 2 to 4. Some 1,500 km to the west a second borderland (now
separating India and Pakistan) was created at the same time.

3 Abdul Alim (born c. 1935), interviewed by Md. Mahbubar Rahman in the border town
of Rajshahi in January 1999. My translation (as in the case of all other interviews in
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Bengali quoted in this book).

Anonymous inhabitant of the border town of Tlabung (Demagiri), interviewed by Willem
van Schendel, December 2000.

In official parlance, Burma is currently known as Myanmar. Because of the longer-term
view we take here, and because the term Myanmar is fiercely contested by the
democratically elected government-in-exile, I refer to the country as Burma throughout
this book.

In their excellent overview of border studies, Donnan and Wilson speak of a ‘burgeoning
literature on borders.” Hastings Donnan and Thomas M. Wilson, Borders: Frontiers of
Identity, Nation and State (Oxford and New York: Berg, 1999), xiii. Cf. Michael Résler
and Tobias Wendl (eds.), Frontiers and Borderlands: Anthropological Perspectives (Frankfurt
am Main, etc.: Peter Lang, 1999).
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Human Territoriality: Its Theory and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
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and the State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
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2
PARTITION STUDIES

The demise of colonial India, followed by the phoenix-like emergence from its
ashes of the new states of India and Pakistan, is commonly known as the
Partition. There are two reasons why any study of the Bengal borderland must
start from this event. First, the border was created at that moment, so Partition
coincides with the birth of the Bengal borderland. And second, the border has
always been looked at through the lens of Partition (for a map of the borderland,
see Appendix Figure 1).

In the Indian subcontinent, the word ‘Partition’ conjures up a particular
landscape of knowledge and emotion. The break-up of colonial India in 1947 has
been presented from vantage points that privilege certain vistas of the
postcolonial landscape. The high politics of the break-up itself, the violence and
major population movements it caused, and the long shadows it cast over the
relationship between India and Pakistan (and from 1971 Bangladesh) have been
the topic of much myth-making, intense polemics and considerable serious
historical research. As three rival nationalisms were being built on conflicting
interpretations of Partition, most analysts and historians were drawn towards the
study of Partition as a macro-political event. A second trend in the literature has
focused on Partition as a cultural and personal disaster, the fissure of two major
regional cultures (Punjab and Bengal) that were divided between the successor
states, and the suffering of millions of uprooted refugees and their descendants.

These viewpoints hardly exhaust the possibilities of coming to terms with
the complexity of Partition. It is necessary to develop alternative perspectives
to do justice to the plethora of experiences that together form Partition. Studying
the Partition borderlands and their inhabitants provides a particularly important
additional perspective because, as David Ludden has pointed out:

The pain of partition was very unevenly distributed and afflicted a small
proportion of the total population [of South Asia]. For most people,
partition was a national trauma that affected people far away in other
regions. Non-border regions had little disruption ... Almost all the pain
fell on three historical regions that partition divided between India and
Pakistan: Punjab, Bengal and Kashmir. In each region the new international
borders were unprecedented; their local details were also quite arbitrary.!
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The pain of Partition fell disproportionately on the new borderlands. Here
disruption was overwhelming and almost all people were directly and personally
affected. The borderland experience of Partition was immediate and acute and
therefore differed from the experience of Partition in other parts of South Asia.
This makes a borderland perspective indispensable as a component of any
rounded view of Partition. This chapter, far from being an overview of the huge
literature on Partition, merely comments on a few conventions in the
historiography that [ have found problematic when looking at Partition from a
borderland angle.

One of a kind?

One convention in the study of Partition has been to analyse it against a rather
restricted, regional backdrop. The voluminous literature is strikingly unanimous
in presenting Partition as a unique event, a monument to political processes
that took place in late-colonial India.? But how unique was it? What was unique
about it? These questions have rarely been addressed until quite recently. Radha
Kumar, Rada Ivekovi¢ and Gurharpal Singh are among the first to develop a
comparative perspective, bringing in wider questions of social theory — especially
regarding the causes and long-term effects of state fragmentation.’

Comparing partitions. Obviously, the collapse of older polities and the
redistribution of political spoils is an unavoidable phase in the age-old process
of state formation. If we follow Aaron Klieman, who defines partition simply as
the act of dividing into two or more units an area previously forming a single
administrative entity, the Partition of India takes its place among numerous
other moments of state reconstitution, and many of its apparently unique
features have their historical counterparts.*

But most observers think of partition as a more restricted category. For Robert
Schaeffer it is not only a division but also a devolution of power. He excludes
the disintegration of dynastic states or the redistribution of territories between
imperial powers (e.g. the absorption by the British and French Empires of
territories formerly belonging to the Ottoman Empire). Instead, he reserves
the term partition for situations in which ‘political power was not merely
redistributed between great powers but transferred to and divided between
indigenous successors.” Twentieth-century partitions that fit this description
occurred as by-products of three developments: decolonization, democratization
and the Cold War. These developments should not be understood separately
because each of them was associated with the emergence of the new interstate
system in the world.® The Partition of India bore the imprint of the intertwining
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of these three processes of decolonization, democratization and the Cold War.’
In their intense concern with territoriality and sovereignty, Pakistan and India
reflected the moment of their birth. As the British handed over power to their
former subjects and installed two new state elites in territories henceforth known
as Pakistan and India, the inhabitants of these territories demanded to be treated
as citizens and to be given the rights that had been promised to them during
the anticolonial struggle. At the same time, the Cold War descended upon the
world, providing the state elites of India and Pakistan with a completely novel
structure of political and military opportunities, resources and limitations.

A third way of studying the Partition of India is by placing it in a more
restricted comparative framework. Edward Said has drawn attention to partition
as a ‘parting gift of Empire,” a legacy of imperialism, ‘as the unhappy cases of
Pakistan and India, Ireland, Cyprus, and the Balkans amply testify, and as the
disasters of 20® century Africa attest in the most tragic way.® Within this more
restricted category of imperial partitions, it is easy to recognize similarities. For
example, Said’s point about Israel and Palestine is of direct relevance to South
Asia today:

So let us see these new partitions as the desperate and last-ditch efforts of
a dying ideology of separation, which has afflicted Zionism and Palestinian
nationalism, both of whom have not surmounted the philosophical problem
of the other, of learning how to live with, as opposed to despite, the other.
When it comes to corruption, to racial or religious discrimination, to
poverty and unemployment, to torture and censorship, the other is always
one of us, not a remote alien.’

Linking the literature on the partition of the subcontinent with work on
other major twentieth-century partitions appears to be a major challenge
confronting us. A moot question will be to what extent such partitions are best
understood as parting gifts that European empires bestowed around the globe
or as regional processes propelled primarily by local forces.

Above all, comparative partition studies will break the habit of viewing the
fragmentation of colonial India as sui generis, a peerless event, too horrendous
to be bracketed with other events in world history. Essentializing Partition (with
a capital P) presents the same pitfalls as, for example, essentializing the Holocaust
(with a capital H): they are somehow placed outside history and it becomes
unthinkable, even sacrilegious, to juxtapose them with other partitions and
holocausts. This precludes the historical inquiry and understanding that is
indispensable if we are to find ways of preventing such events from recurring in
the future.
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understanding of major themes in the Partition of 1947 — for example the
concept of homeland, the process of territorial division, the dislocation of
populations, and the political use of violence — requires us to recontextualize it
by comparing it with both its precursor and its successor.!!

Moreover, Partition threw up a number of territorial issues that have not yet
been settled. The best known of these is the status of Kashmir, but the following
pages reveal a host of smaller and less well known, but no less inflammable,
territorial disputes between India and Bangladesh, and between Bangladesh
and Burma. It may be argued that the process of Partition, in its narrowest
political and geographical sense, will not be complete until these outstanding
issues have been resolved by the post-Partition states.

Beyond Punjab

Another peculiarity of most major studies of the Partition of 1947 is that they
highlight events in one particular region, Punjab, and as a result we know more
about what Partition meant there than in other provinces.!? In the absence of
similarly detailed knowledge of Partition elsewhere, Punjab has come to figure
as a model of sorts, as shorthand for what Partition entailed, as the prime case
from which to draw general conclusions.? It is helpful for students of Partition
to take a more serious look at what was happening in other parts of the
subcontinent and to reconsider the case of Punjab.!* This is already happening,
with new scholarship becoming available on Bengal,’” an area with twice the
population of Punjab,'® but other provinces directly involved, e.g. Bihar, Assam,
Sindh, or Rajasthan, have so far received little scholarly attention and remain
marginalized in accounts of Partition.!’

Research on these regions is bound to lead to a reappraisal of standard
assumptions about Partition. For example, there were two partitions creating
two huge borderlands — one between India and West Pakistan (‘Partition-in-
the-west’) and another some 1,500 km to the east between India and East
Pakistan/Bangladesh and Burma (‘Partition-in-the-east’). Some of the best-
known stereotypes on Partition-in-the-east are that it was essentially a question
of establishing a North-South border through Bengal (ignoring the much longer
border in the North and East, and the fact that Assam was also partitioned),
that Bengal was cut in two halves (in reality it broke into 4 large parts and 197
small ones), that East Pakistan was carved out of India (ignoring the
simultaneous surgery creating a novel and isolated ‘Northeast India’?), that
population dislocation in the east was primarily the flight of Hindus from East
Pakistan to West Bengal (ignoring both the large flows of Muslim refugees coming
into East Pakistan from West Bengal, Bihar and Assam, and the movement of
refugees from East Pakistan to Tripura and Assam), and that population
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dislocation in the east was much smaller than in Punjab. The unchallenged
persistence of such basic misconceptions reveals the lack of balance in Partition
studies and points to the need for comparative work within the subcontinent.

Closing a disciplinary divide

In the postcolonial division of academic labour, Partition has been treated as a
disciplinary divide. Historians have taken it as the final chord in the symphony
of colonialism, the denouement of the nationalist movement, the end of an
era. For many, it also marks the boundary of the historian’s domain. Countless
books have taken August 1947 as a ‘natural’ closing date and have presented
the formal transfer of state power as the clear-cut end of a period and, in a
sense, of history. In similar vein, other social scientists have treated Partition as
the beginning of their domain, the jumping-off point for economic, political,
social and cultural analyses of contemporary South Asia. This division of labour
was not a serious problem in the eatly postcolonial years but gradually a worrying
chasm has opened up. As most social scientists kept on focusing on the present
and many historians looked no further than the 1940s, the study of social change
in the intervening decades came to be increasingly neglected. Today, the third
quarter of the twentieth century is perhaps the least studied in the modern
history of South Asia, a state of affairs that obstructs our understanding of
long-term social change in the subcontinent.

This is particularly clear in the study of Partition. Here sophisticated analyses
of processes leading up to the crisis of August 1947 continue to provide fuel for
lively and important debates among historians. But we do not have equally
careful recent studies analysing what happened after that date. For example, if
we want to understand how government institutions were reconstituted in
partitioned Bengal, or how a new political culture developed, we have little
more to go on than the fragmentary evidence contained in the memoirs of
administrators — the rich unpublished records of the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s
lie largely forgotten and unexplored.'’

Reassembling a partitioned academy

In addition to the disciplinary gap, however, a second academic gap has
hampered the development of new insights. This is the partitioning (or ‘re-
scaling’) of academic communities between the study of India, Pakistan and
Bangladesh. Scholars in the subcontinent found themselves in one of these
states and took part in the various discussions that developed in the
reconstituted scholarly communities of which they were members.?° These
communities were both influenced by and very active in new discourses
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regarding nation, citizenship, state, history, memory and development that
differed considerably between India, Pakistan and (later) Bangladesh.?* Strained
relations between these countries have seriously hampered free academic
exchange and dialogue ever since.”> The ‘academic partition’ also extended to
foreign scholars studying the post-Partition subcontinent. As any international
conference of South Asian studies will demonstrate, most opted for the study
of just one successor society, and very few indeed maintained or developed a
research interest across Partition boundaries.

The study of Partition itself has been one of the principal victims. Over the
past half-century, three rival nationalisms have fashioned and refined their
own interpretations of Partition, and these are not compatible.”® On the
contrary, they have powered the confrontational politics that continue to
dominate interstate relations in South Asia despite many attempts at
reconciliation. Few historians or social scientists have been able to stay aloof
from the dominant interpretation in their own country and they have, often
unwittingly because of limited contact with their colleagues across the border,
contributed to a veritable epistemological and historiographical minefield. It
will take much intellectual effort to close this gap: it requires sustained dialogue,
revisiting the most emotionally charged events, the unlearning of national
reflexes, and the joint reworking of by now longstanding academic traditions.
Such a ‘counter memorial reading’ of the events surrounding Partition is both
urgent and important. Without it, the conceptual and political minefield that
Partition represents in South Asian public and academic discourses will only
become more convoluted.”

A social history of Partition

As already mentioned, the primary concerns that have given direction to
Partition studies so far are the high politics leading up to the split, the violence
and major population movements it caused, the long shadows it cast over the
relationship between India and Pakistan (and from 1971 Bangladesh), and the
price that regional cultures had to pay. Surprisingly little is known about the
effects of Partition on the social life of tens of millions who were neither top
politicians nor cross-border refugees. In this sense, Gyanendra Pandey’s remarks
on India are equally applicable to Pakistan and Bangladesh:

the historians’ history of Partition has, in India, been a history of crisis for
the Indian nation and the nationalist leadership. It has been a history of
the machinations that lay behind this event, and the lessons to be drawn
by the nation for the future. This is not a history of the lives and experiences
of the people who lived through that time, of the way in which the events
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of the 1940s were constructed in their minds, of the identities or
uncertainties that Partition created or reinforced. Even as a history of
crisis for the Indian nation, therefore, this history is inadequate.?

If we are to make sense of how ‘the people who lived through that time’ have
shaped post-Partition societies, we need to pay much more attention to the
social history of Partition. This requires a reconsideration of the historical sources
that have informed Partition studies so far. Students of Partition have been like
miners returning time and again to a few particularly rich seams: high-level
official records (most famously the ones published in The Transfer of Power?)
and the private papers, correspondence and memoirs of prominent politicians
and bureaucrats. The possibilities offered by other source material have been
much less diligently explored. As a result, the voices speaking from low-level
and local records, newspapers, and oral and written testimony by ordinary people
are rarely highlighted.?”” Convincing social histories of Partition cannot be
constructed without foregrounding these voices.

Conclusion: Bringing the border back in

A crucial way of enriching the study of Partition is to look at its foremost
territorial representation: the newly created international border.?® Obviously,
that border divides the three countries as much as it connects them. So many
of the political problems between these countries have originated in the
borderland, that one Pakistani observer in the 1960s was moved to comment
ruefully: ‘Our relations with India will improve only if by some miracle of modern
science we could physically get away from its border.’

Understanding and unravelling the post-1947 realities of Partition requires
an intimate knowledge of the borderlands that were created and the
permutations they experienced. The role of borderlanders in the shaping of
post-Partition societies, economies and states remains almost completely
unexplored.

First, it is essential to stress the fact that Partition happened here. There is no
doubt that the break-up of colonial India was felt all over the subcontinent,
ripping apart communities, bringing trauma to many individuals, and leading
to a ‘division of hearts.”® It inscribed itself in innumerable lives and this process
was at least as calamitous in the borderlands as anywhere else. But in the
borderlands Partition also inscribed itself indelibly in the landscape. It was here
that South Asians learned first-hand what it meant to be allocated to different
modern states and to be separated by international borders. It was here that
the earthquake occurred, fissuring the land and making permanent scars that
can never be ignored. The physical signs of Partition continue to exert an
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overwhelming influence over everyday life in the borderlands, and this makes
them crucial sites for students of Partition.

And yet, border studies in South Asia is a weak field in terms of the quantity
of work done as well as in terms of the methods applied and the conceptual
range covered. There is much scope for developing a comparative perspective
by linking work on the Partition borders with the general field of border studies.*!
The peculiarities of the Partition borders can best be explored by comparing
them with borders and borderlands elsewhere, not least those resulting from
other late-imperial partitions such as in Ireland or Palestine/Israel.

Second, systematic comparisons between different parts of the Partition
borderlands hold much promise. Not only were two huge borderlands created
— one between India and West Pakistan and another some 1,500 km to the east
between India and East Pakistan/Bangladesh and Burma — but we will also see
that these borderlands consisted of sectors that differed enormously from each
other. If we wish to make general statements about the borderland, we can do
so fruitfully only if we know much more about these differences.

Third, in the case of the Partition border, the gap between the academic
disciplines has led to a startling contrast. Historians have provided us with
detailed accounts of the bureaucratic and political processes leading up to the
decisions of the Boundary Commissions (for Punjab and for Bengal/Sylhet) but
they have been almost completely silent about what happened after those
decisions were made public. Social scientists who take up the story from 1947,
on the other hand, have treated the border as an unproblematic given, a fait
accompli, the outer skin of new nations, the margin of new states. Hardly anybody
has bothered to study how the decisions of the boundary commissions were
implemented on the ground, explore the long period of uncertainty and
confusion, or look at the border as a social reality that was shaped by
borderlanders themselves over the decades following 1947.% It is possible to
narrow down this gap by using information that is available and by employing
the research techniques of both historians and other social scientists.

Fourth, writers on the Partition border have usually been unable to free
themselves from partisan positions when it comes to interpreting disputes,
incidents and the cross-border movement of people and goods. Understanding
the borderland as a social reality requires, however, that we move beyond such
positions. National discourses and received wisdoms do not travel well across
the border, and creating the preconditions for reassessing such discourses and
wisdoms is an urgent task. A first step is to consider them in the light of the
historical evidence that is available on the Partition borderlands.

Fifth, a study of borderland society — rather than merely a study of the border
— allows us to begin constructing the social history of those in whose backyard
an international border suddenly appeared in 1947. Being a borderlander was
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as important a way of ‘living the Partition’ as was being a cross-border refugee:
henceforth there was no way you could imagine your life without direct reference
to the trauma of 1947. Taking this as a critical event that shaped both the
identities and the actions of borderlanders, we can explore how Partition led
them to initiate new social arrangements. These arrangements could point
towards undermining the border and maintaining cross-border connections
but also towards strengthening the border as a social, economic and cultural
divide. The social uses made of the border varied enormously according to
location along the border, the age of the border, and the social, economic, ethnic,
religious or gender group to which borderlanders belonged.

Finally, it is necessary to consider carefully how and why scholars on Partition
and its aftermath have come to imagine the borderland as a denigrated, residual
and distant space.?> We have routinely marginalized the borderland and
privileged political, economic and cultural processes emanating from centres
of state power. The following pages will demonstrate that the Partition border
strongly influenced how such ‘central’ processes actually unfolded and, even
more signficantly, that political, economic and cultural processes emanating
from the borderland deeply affected the centres of state power.* Since its sudden
birth in 1947, the 4,000 km long borderland between India, East Pakistan/
Bangladesh and Burma has left a deep imprint on each of these states and on
their uneasy coexistence. Border disputes, the movement of unauthorized
migrants across the border, smuggling, border rebellions, and interstate war are
just a few of the problems that have persistently dogged the rulers of these
states and forced them continually to engage with the borderland in both
material and symbolic ways. In borderland studies, such engagements have been
described as the ‘border effect’ on state formation.?> By studying this interaction
in the case of Partition borderlanders and state power holders we can enrich
not only borderland studies but also analyses of economic policy, security, nation
building, law enforcement and diplomacy in South Asia.

Bringing the border back in requires a consideration of how it was created.
The next two chapters take up this task. Chapter 3 looks briefly at how the
border was conceived and at the necessity of qualifying some common
assumptions about its birth. Chapter 4 details how the border was actually
established on the ground.
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