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The decade of the 1940s was a turbulent one for Bengal. War, famine, riots and 

partition – Bengal witnessed it all, and the unique experience of each of these created 

a space for diverse social and political forces to thrive and impact lives of people of 

the province. The book embarks on a study of the last seven years of colonial rule in 

Bengal, analysing the interplay of socioeconomic and political factors that shaped 

community identities into communal ones. The focus is on three major communal 

riots that the province witnessed – the Dacca Riots (1941), the Great Calcutta Killing 

(August 1946) and the Noakhali Riots (October 1946). 

However, the study does not limit itself to an understanding of communal violence 

alone; it also studies anti-communal resistance, especially the Gandhian model of 

peace-keeping to enable a complete understanding of a communal riot. It analyzes 

the Bengal famine, tracing the nature of breakdown of Bengali society, and their 

dependence on relief and rehabilitation – which came thickly coated in communal 

colours and transformed community perceptions into communal identities. These 

events were closely tied with the politics around the Secondary Education Bill and 

the transformation of the Muslim League from an arm-chair organization to a more 

popular party demanding Pakistan, with a distinct socialist colouring and a support 

base not just among Muslims but also some sections among the Scheduled Castes. 

This book moves beyond the binary understanding of communalism as Hindu 

versus Muslim and looks at the caste politics in the province, and offers a thorough 

understanding of the 1940s before partition.   

Anwesha Roy is Marie Curie Post-Doctoral Research Fellow in Gandhian Politics 

at the Department of History, King’s College London. She completed her PhD from 

Jawaharlal Nehru University and was a Charles Wallace Scholar to Britain in the 

year 2014.

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Anwesha Roy

Making Peace, Making Riots
Communalism and Communal  

Violence, Bengal 1940–1947

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314 to 321, 3rd Floor, Plot No.3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06–04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org 
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108428286

© Anwesha Roy 2018

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception 
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, 
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written 
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2018

Printed in India

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-1-108-42828-6 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy  
of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication, 
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, 
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

For Ashavari

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

Maps and Figures ix

Acknowledgements xi

Abbreviations xiii

Glossary  xv

Introduction 1

 1. The Dacca Riot, 1941 26

 2. Famine 1943 – Towards a Hardening of Community Identities 68

 3. From Community to Communal: The Bengal Secondary  

Education Bill and the Idea of Pakistan 104

 4. The Great Calcutta Killing, August 1946 148

 5. Noakhali Riots, October 1946 184

 6. A Test of Faith: Gandhi in Noakhali and Calcutta 1946–47 214

Concluding Remarks 247

Appendix 1 251

Appendix 2 253

Appendix 3 259

Appendix 4 260

Bibliography 263

Index  271

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Maps and Figures

Maps

 3.1 Published in Mujibur Rehman Khan’s Pakistan (Mohammadi  

Book Agency, Calcutta, 1942) 134

 3.2 Detailed map showing Muslim population in the different districts  

of Bengal, prepared by East Pakistan Renaissance Society in 1944 135

 5.1 Map showing Noakhali, Tippera and adjoining regions 187 

Figures

 6.1 Cartoon in Dawn, 3 November 1946 227

 6.2 Cartoon in Dawn, 2 November 1946. The image shows the Viceroy 

looking through a special microscope, provided by Gandhi that 

magnified the Noakhali casualties thousand times. Under such an 

influence, he ignores the plight of Muslims in Bihar 228

 6.3 Cartoon in Dawn, 22 October 1946. The Cartoon depicts Gandhi  

using a ‘Book of Tricks’ to win over Muslims of Noakhali 228

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgements

This book has come out of the research conducted while I was a doctoral scholar 

at the Centre for Historical Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. 

I owe my gratitude to Professor Tanika Sarkar, without whose guidance and 

support this work would have been truly impossible. I would like to thank some 

of the other faculty members who were a source of inspiration, support and 

encouragement throughout my doctoral years and later as well – Professor Janaki 

Nair, Professor Kunal Chakrabarti, Professor Indivar Kamtekar and Professor 

Neeladri Bhattacharya. 

The National Archives of India (New Delhi) and the West Bengal State 

Archives (Kolkata) have been crucial in the course of my research and I am 

grateful towards their staff. I owe special thanks to the staff of Intelligence Branch 

Archives (Kolkata) and the Special Branch Archives (Kolkata) (which almost 

became my second home during research) for their ready assistance all the time. 

I also thank the staff of Nehru Memorial Museum and Library (New Delhi), 

Central Secretariat Library (New Delhi) and National Library (Kolkata) for ready 

access to all the important sources that have been used to construct this work. A 

fellowship from the Charles Wallace India Trust (CWIT) enabled me to visit the 

UK for field work in 2014. I was also assisted in this by the Indian Council for 

Historical Research. I am grateful to both for all their support. I must mention 

Mr Richard Alford, secretary of the Charles Wallace India Trust, who not only 

facilitated my visit to the UK but also helped me in all my scholarly endeavours 

while I was in London. I specially thank the staff of the British Library in London 

and the Centre of South Asian Studies Library in Cambridge for making my 

field work remarkably effortless and memorable. My heartfelt gratitude for the 

staff of the Dhaka University Library for providing me ready assistance during 

my field trip to Dhaka in 2013. 

A Teaching Assistantship at Ashoka University in 2015 brought me in contact 

with Dr Aparna Vaidik and Dr Gwen Kelly. They have been most helpful in every 

possible way. I hold my students at Ashoka University very close to heart – with 

them I have had some of the most intellectually stimulating discussions. Since 

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

xii Acknowledgements

2016, I have been a Marie Curie Post Doctoral Fellow at the Department of 

History, Kings College London. I am greatly indebted to the faculty members of 

the department for all their support. Special thanks to Dr Jon Wilson who has read 

parts of the manuscript and commented on it. I have had numerous discussions 

with him on some of the key concepts and ideas explored in the book, that have 

not only helped me to write better, but also have opened new avenues in my mind. 

Publication of this book has been made possible by Cambridge University Press, 

and I must thank them for their guidance at every step during this incredible 

journey. Sohini Ghosh and Aditya Majumdar deserve special mention, for patiently 

bearing with my endless queries and making the process of publication so smooth. 

My greatest debt is to my family. I am grateful to my parents, Amitava Ray 

and Tanuja Roy for always allowing me to follow my heart. My grandparents have 

been a great support for me, especially during the time of field work in Calcutta. I 

cannot express enough love for my sister Ashavari for believing in me and always 

showing great interest in my work. My parents in law, Sucheta Das and Pranab 

Kumar Das and my sister in law, Paromita have always supported me in all my 

academic endeavours. Prasenjit has forever been reordering my chaos and been 

my constant pillar of strength. I truly cannot express enough gratitude to him. 

Innumerable discussions with friends and fellow researchers helped to open 

new ideas in my mind and made research work stimulating and enjoyable. I 

thank Aksad Alam for his extremely valuable suggestions and an endless supply 

of reading materials during my stay in Dhaka. I must also mention Khademul 

Huq and Rita apa for their heart-warming hospitality, which made research at 

Dhaka very comfortable. I thank Neha Chatterji, Anubhav Sengupta, Anirban 

Bhattacharya and Anwesha Sengupta who have always been ready to discuss the 

questions and doubts that I presented them with from time to time while writing 

this book. I am especially grateful to Ishan Mukherjee, with whom I have had 

endless debates regarding the themes of the book. My understanding of several 

aspects of my work has evolved as a result of interactions with him. Archive-

hopping in Kolkata and the UK would not have been so much fun without him. 

Shreya Goswami has endured my manifold eccentricities and literally looked 

after me on several occasions. She has been the most understanding friend. Farha 

Noor and Swarnim Khare have been my support structure and my gratitude for 

them cannot be expressed in words. Sourav Mahanta deserves special thanks 

for helping me out with field work in Delhi, and I would have been lost without 

him. And last, but not the least, I thank Arti Minocha, Rajarshi Chunder and 

Ranjeeta Bhattacharya. 

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Abbreviations

AICC All India Congress Committee

AIML All India Muslim League

AIWC All India Women’s Conference

BPCC Bengal Provincial Congress Committee

CWMG Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi

DIB District Intelligence Branch

FIC Famine Inquiry Commission

GOB Government of Bengal

IB Intelligence Branch

MARS Mahila Atmaraksha Samiti

NAI National Archives of India

NMML Nehru Memorial Museum and Library

SB Special Branch

SC Scheduled Castes

SDO Sub-Divisional Officer

WBSA West Bengal State Archives 

www.cambridge.org/9781108428286
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42828-6 — Making Peace, Making Riots
Anwesha Roy 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

 Glossary

Abala helpless woman
Abwab fines or cesses levied by the landlord upon the peasants.
Ahimsa non-violence
Akhara gymnasium/ a place for wrestling
Andolan a movement/ struggle
Atar also called itar, is a sweet smelling oil or perfume
Bhadralok a social class among Bengalis, generally comprising of 

prosperous, well-educated people.
Bhog food offerings to Hindu deities
Bhookh Michil Hunger March
Brahmacharya celibacy
Bustee slum
Chadar cloth
Chheni Chisel
Dal-bhaat lentil curry and rice, a staple diet among Bengalis
Darshan the auspicious act of seeing a holy person or a deity
Ejahar Complaint
Ghar Wapasi Homecoming; usually refers to the ‘re-conversion’ to Hinduism, 

of ‘lower’ castes, who had earlier been converted to Christianity 
or Islam.

Ghat a f light of steps leading down to the river, often a place where 
Hindu cremation ceremonies take place.

Goalas Milkmen
Godown a warehouse
Goonda a thug or a bully
Gulail catapult
Hartal closure of shops and offices as a sign of protest.
Hat a local, rural market
Janmashtami Hindu festival celebrating the birth of the God Krishna
Jauhar Hindu practice of mass self-immolation by women to avoid 

capture/rape by invaders, usually after defeat in a war
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Jumma Friday Prayer of Muslims
Kalma the Muslim confession of Faith
Kalwars artisans working with scrap metals
Kasai butcher
Khals small water bodies
Khichuri also called Khichdi, is a dish made in South Asia by boiling 

together lentils and rice.
Kripa grace or mercy
Krishak farmer
Lathi a long and strong stick
Lungi a loose garment wrapped around the waist, extending to the 

ankles, usually worn by males in South Asia.
Madad-i-maash Tax free lands given by Mughal Emperors as charity to pious/

religious/worthy recipients.
Malechha or Mlechha, is a derogatory term for one who does not practice 

Hinduism.
Mochi shoe-maker
Mofussil countryside
Mohalla neighbourhood
Mussalman Muslim
Namaskar a form of respectful greeting among Hindus
Namaz Islamic prayer to be observed five times a day
Patha male goat
Phen starchy water that is drained out after the rice has been boiled.
Pir a Muslim holy man
Prarthana prayer
Purdah Veil
Ram-dhun Singing the name of Ram
Ramzan the ninth month of the Islamic calendar and observed by 

Muslims across the world, celebrating the revelation of the Holy 
Quran to Prophet Mohammad.

Rathajatra a Hindu festival, signified by the symbolic pulling of the ratha 
or chariot of the God Jagannath.

Sadhana disciplined practice
Salam salutation, usually also a form of greeting among Muslims
Sangathan unity
Sankharis Conch-shell workers in rural Bengal.
Shiva Ratri a Hindu festival celebrated annually in honour of the God Shiva
Shuddhi purification
Teata Multi-mouthed Lance
Thana a police station, often refers also to the area that comes under 

the jurisdiction of a particular police station.
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