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the rise of the Congress as the dominant force on the Indian political scene,
emerged the conception of the “Indian Nation” of which all Hindus, Muslims,
Sikhs and others were component groups and were to be styled as mere “com-
munities.” From this feeling of being a community the Sikhs have taken very
long to emerge. The Khalsa of Guru Gobind Singh, the Commonwealth of the
Elect, the erstwhile conquerors and rulers of the Punjab, Kashmere, Peshawar
and Lower Tibet, the people who alone in India had developed all the distinet
attributes of nationhood, and had lived as a nation were content to be styled as
a “community,” and relegated to a very back seat indeed in this group of com-
munities. The Sikhs have, however, now emerged from the illusion of being a
community . . . and have formed the true conception of their status, and de-
manded a National State. . . .

At present to a Sikh there never is any doubt that he belongs to a different
nationality from that to which, for example, a Hindu belongs. As soon as one
turns Sikh, one is a changed person. His group-consciousness undergoes a
change. Conversion to Sikhism is not a mere incident in his life; it is a complete
transformation of outlook and personality. One’s hopes and aspirations, one’s
entire pattern of life, one’s political ideals—all acquire a new synthesis of which
the component elements are the distinctive Sikh way of life and the Sikh feel-
ing of oneness as a nation all over the world, irrespective of the country where
any Sikh may at the moment be residing.

[From Gurbachan Singh and Lal Singh Gyani, The Idea of the Sikh State
(Lahore: Lahore Book Shop, 1946), vi-viii, 1-3, 5-21.]

SARAT CHANDRA BOSE TAKES THE LEAD:
EFFORTS FOR A UNITED BENGAL

A Bengali political leader involved in the Indian nationalist movement in the first
half of the twentieth century, Sarat Chandra Bose (1889-1950) was an elder brother
of the more charismatic Subhas Chandra Bose (1897-1945). Both attended Presi-
dency College, Calcutta.

Sarat Bose was called to the bar from Lincoln’s Inn and had a lucrative legal career
before the Caleutta High Court. The political activity of Subhas Bose drew his older
brother into nationalist politics and Calcutta affairs. Sarat Bose became a stalwart of
the nationalized Calcutta Corporation, or city government, and a leader of the Ben-
gal Congress in legislative affairs.

Along with other Congress leaders, Sarat Bose was arrested in 1932, and was not
freed until 1935. A lover of Shakespeare with a degree in English literature, he read all
the major works of the Russian novelists of the nineteenth century while imprisoned.
But prison conditions caused his health to deteriorate, and he was finally released in 1935.

In 1938 Subhas Bose returned from abroad to become Congress president, and
Sarat Bose assumed leadership of the opposition in the Bengal Legislative Assembly.
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A conflict with Gandhi led to Subhas Bose’s resignation from his Congress leadership
post in 1939, and then to his suspension for disobeying Congress strictures about dem-
onstrations. Sarat Bose continued to play an important role in Bengal politics until
December 1941, when events in World War Il changed everything.

Believing that the British would never leave India peacefully, Subhas Bose secretly
left the country in January 1941 and made his way to Germany. Because his younger
brother was working with the enemy, and he himself was secretly meeting the Japa-
nese consul general in Caleutta, Sarat Bose was imprisoned from 1941 to 1945. When
he was arrested, Sarat Bose was in the process of forming a coalition government in
Bengal with the Muslim leader Fazlul Huq. His imprisonment was a setback to
Hindu-Muslim relations, and also severely damaged his health. He had a fever
throughout these long years in prison, and never fully recovered.

Upon his release in 1945, he organized the Congress election campaign in 1945-
1940, and was briefly a cabinet minister in the interim government in 1946. As the
Congress moved toward acceptance of a division of India on the basis of religion,
Sarat Bose, to whom this was anathema, worked to prevent such an outcome.

With the secretary of the Muslim League, Abul Hashim, Sarat Bose put forward a
scheme for a united Bengal. But it failed to gain popular support, as communal riots
spread through India. Jinnah approved of it because he hoped it would mean that all
Bengal might be ruled by a Muslim-majority government. Gandhi, also against Parti-
tion on the basis of religion, said he would back it if it gathered wide popular support.
But when it did not, Gandhi went along with his Congress colleagues and reluctantly
agreed to Partition.

On Partition day, Sarat Bose sat quietly in his garden. After Independence and Parti-
tion in August 1947, he resigned from the ruling Congress Party and became a critic
of it and a major figure in West Bengal politics. He put forth a stronger socialist pro-
gram than the ruling party from which he had resigned, and he predicted that the
communists would win in China. His positions antagonized Nehru. Never having
fully regained his health after his two terms of incarceration, Sarat Bose died at age

sixty-one in 1950.

PROPOSING A BENGAL FREE STATE

[. On 12 May 1947 the Associated Press of India released a report . . . that Mr.
Sarat Chandra Bose took the initiative in January 1947 in the matter of settling
communal differences and bringing about an agreement regarding the forma-
tion of a new Cabinet in Bengal and also regarding the future Constitution of
Bengal. . . . It was further stated that discussions that had taken place between
Mr. Bose and Congress and Muslim League leaders during the last four months . . .
were still under consideration.

IL. In the course of a Press statement on 20 May 1947 Mr. Sarat Chandra
Bose said:
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During the last few years | have given considerable thought to the
question of the future constitution of India and of the provinces. . . . In
January last I took the initiative in the matter of settling communal dif-
ferences and bringing about an agreement regarding the formation of a
new Cabinet in Bengal and also regarding the future Constitution of
Bengal and discussed my ideas with Mr. Abul Hashim, Secretary, Bengal
Provincial Muslim League . . . On the 26th January last . . . I'said ... “1
have always held the view that India must be a Union of autonomous
Socialist Republics and I believe that if the different provinces are redis-
tributed on a linguistic basis and what are called provinces are converted
into autonomous Socialist Republics, those Socialist Republics will gladly
co-operate with one another in forming an Indian Union. It would be an
Indian Union of Indian conception and Indian making. .. .”

Events have happened in Bengal and in other parts of the country
which have driven large sections of my countrymen to desperation and
have led persons prominent in public life, who until recently had unequiv-
ocally declared that they were against Pakistan and partition, to lend their
support both to Pakistan and to partition. . . . Conceding Pakistan and
supporting partition would be suicidal to the cause of Indian indepen-
dence and also to the cause of social progress. It will make the partitioned
provinces happy hunting grounds for imperialists, communalists and re-
actionaries. It will dissolve the existing linguistic bonds and instead of
resolving communal differences will accentuate and aggravate them. In-
stead of thinking and talking of Pakistan and partition and thereby bring-
ing into existence armed communal camps, we have to devise ways and
means as to how to live and work together and how to form people’s govern-
ments which will look not to communal interests but to common political,
social and economic interests of the people. . . . We cannot and must not
allow ourselves to be led by the British imperialists or the Indian Com-
munists and reactionaries. . . .

[11. The Associated Press of India reported on 22 May 1947 . . . that complete
terms had emerged out of the discussions that took place between Mr. Sarat
Chandra Bose and certain prominent Congress and Muslim League leaders re-
garding the future constitution of Bengal and the formation of a new Cabinet.
The terms were as follows:

1. Bengal will be a Free State . . . [that] will decide its relations with the rest
of India.

2. The Constitution of the Free State of Bengal will provide for election to
the Bengal Legislature on the basis of joint electorate and adult franchise, with
reservation of seats proportionate to the population amongst the Hindus and
Muslims. The seats as between the Hindus and the Scheduled Caste Hindus
will be distributed amongst them in proportion to their respective population,
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or in such manner as may be agreed among them. The constituencies and the
votes will be distributive and not cumulative. A candidate who gets the majority
of the votes of his own community cast during the elections and 25 per cent of
the votes of the other communities so cast, will be declared elected. If no candi-
date satisfies these conditions, that candidate who gets the largest number of
votes of his own community will be elected.

3. On the announcement by His Majesty’s Governiment that the proposal of
the Free State of Bengal has been accepted and that Bengal will not be parti-
tioned, the present Bengal Ministry will be dissolved and a new Interim Ministry
brought into being, consisting of an equal number of Muslims and Hindus
(including Scheduled Caste Hindus) but excluding the Chief Minister. In this
Ministry, the Chief Minister will be a Muslim and the Home Minister a Hindu.

4. Pending the final emergence of a Legislature and a Ministry under the
new constitution, the Hindus (including the Scheduled Caste Hindus) and the
Muslims will have an equal share in the services, including military and police.
The Services will be manned by Bengalees.

5. A Constituent Assembly composed of 30 persons, 16 Muslims and 14 non-
Muslims, will be elected by the Muslim and non-Muslim members of the Leg-
islature respectively, excluding the Europeans. . . .

V. A special messenger carrying a sealed cover from Mr. Sarat Chandra Bose
to Mahatma Gandhi left on 22 May 1947 for Patna where the latter was then
staving. . . . The following letter to Mr. Bose from Mahatma Gandhi . . . is of

great interest.
Patna =25/5/47

My dear Sarat,
I have your note. There is nothing in the draft stipulating that nothing
will be done by mere majority. Every act of Government must carry with
it the co-operation of at least two-thirds of the Hindu members in the
Executive and the Legislature. There should be an admission that Bengal
has common culture and common mother tongue—Bengali. Make sure
that the Central Muslim League approved of the proposal. . . . If your
presence is necessary in Delhi I shall telephone or telegraph. I propose to
discuss the draft with the Working Committee.

Yours, Bapu

VI. The Associated Press of India released the following report . . . on 26 May
1047:

Some changes are understood to be under discussion in the terms relating
to the future constitution of Bengal that have emerged from the talks initi-
ated by Mr. Sarat Chandra Bose with certain League and Congress leaders.

This content downloaded from
152.2.176.242 on Wed, 18 Feb 2026 12:44:42 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



540  TO INDEPENDENCE AND PARTITION

The authors of the terms have been continuing their discussions with
a view to improving them and these talks have mostly centred round the
provisions relating to (1) the Bengal Free State’s relations with the rest of
India and (2) elections to the Legislature. . ..

Amended Paragraph 1: Bengal will be a Free State. The Free State
of Bengal will decide its relations with the rest of India. The question of
joining any Union will be decided by the Legislature of the Free State of
Bengal by a two-thirds majority.

Amended Paragraph 2: The Constitution of the Free State of Bengal
will provide for election to the Bengal Legislature on the basis of joint
electorate and adult franchise, with reservation of seats proportionate to
the population amongst Hindus and Muslims. . . .

VII. Mr. Sarat Chandra Bose told the Associated Press of India in New Delhi
on 31 May 1947 that he had discussed with Mahatma Gandhi the Bengal
situation. . ..

Mr. Bose expressed the belief if the Congress High Command would accept
his plan, then it would be easier to persuade the League High Command to
agree to Mr. Suhrawardy’s scheme of United Bengal which was virtually the
same as his own plan.

Mr. Bose said:

[ do not say that Bengal should remain outside the Union. What [ say is
that only a Free Bengal can decide her relations with the rest of India.

VIII. Mr. Sarat Chandra Bose addressed this letter to Mr. M. A. Jinnah on
9 June 1947:

1, Woodburn Park, Calcutta gth June, 1947

My dear Jinnah,

... Bengal is passing through the greatest crisis in her history, but she can
vet be saved. She can be saved if you will kindly give the following in-
structions to Muslim members of the Bengal Legislative Assembly:

(1) At the meeting to be held of all members of the Legislative Assem-
bly (other than Europeans) at which a decision will be taken on the issue
as to which Constituent Assembly the province as a whole would join if it
were subsequently decided by the two parls to remain united, to vote
neither for the Hindusthan Constituent Assembly nor for the Pakistan
Constituent Assembly, and to make it clear by a statement in the Assem-
bly or in the press or otherwise, that they are solidly in favour of Bengal
having a Constituent Assembly of her own;
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(2) At the meetings of the members of the two parts of the Legislative
Assembly sitting separately and empowered to vote whether or not the
province should be partitioned, to vote solidly against partition.

The request | am making to you is in accordance with the views you
expressed to me when we met. But it seems to me that if you merely ex-
press your views to your members and [do] not give them specihic instruc-
tions as to how to vote, the situation cannot be saved. I hope you will do
all in your power to enable Bengal to remain united and to make her a
free and independent State.

If the Muslim members of the Bengal Legislative Assembly vote sol-
idly as suggested in paragraphs (1) and (2) above, I think Lord Mountbat-
ten will be compelled to convene another meeting of all members of the
Assembly (other than Europeans) at which a decision can be taken on the
issue as to whether the province . . . desires to have a Constituent Assem-
bly of her own. . . .

Yours sincerely,
Sarat Chandra Bose

... Further conversations with him had to be dropped as the Congress High
Command turned down Mr. . . . Bose’s scheme for a united and independent
Bengal . . . Gandhiji said in one of his prayer speeches that he “had been taken
to task for supporting Sarat Babu’s move.”

IX. Mahatma Gandhi wrote the following letter to Mr. Sarat Chandra Bose
on 21 June 1947 from Hardwar:

My dear Sarat,
... The way to work for unity I have pointed out when the geographical
(unity) is broken.

Love, Bapu

ON THE MOUNTBATTEN PLAN
ON THE MOUNTBATTEN PLAN (1), [the agreement on partition by the

main parties|
Interview to the Free Press Journal, Bombay, released at New Delhi on
June s, 1947:

H.M.Gs India Plan has dealt a staggering blow to the cause of Indian
unity and independence —a blow from which we may not be able to re-
cover for many years. It is true that the plan has been accepted by the two
High Commands, but if we analyse it carefully, we shall find that instead
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of accelerating our pace towards the goal of freedom, it makes its attain-
ment more difficult. What has surprised me most is that those who were
until recently most vehement in demanding that India should remain
one and undivided should have so readily supported division of India and
even partition of provinces.

The plan has given no satisfaction to the Sikhs of the Punjab and I feel
sure that . . . we shall find that it will give no satisfaction to the people of
Bengal also. The demand of the people of the NW.E.P. both Muslims
and Hindus, for the establishment of an independent Pathan State has
been ignored and what has been offered them is a choice between Hin-
dusthan and Pakistan.

The tragic happenings in Bengal, Bihar, the Punjab and the Frontier
Province are as fresh in my mind as in that of anybody else; nevertheless,
[ feel that a different and more satisfactory remedy could have been
found for the ills that have overtaken our body politic. If the people of
Bengal, the Punjab and the Frontier Province had been allowed to find
their own remedy themselves without any interference from the top . . .
the establishment of free and independent States in Bengal, the Punjab
and the NW.F.P. would have laid the foundations for a real and lasting
peace. . .. It would have eventually led to the establishment of the Indian
Union of our dreams. . . .

ON THE MOUNTBATTEN PLAN (II)

Extract from a statement to the Press released at Calcutta on June 8§, 1947:

British Imperialists have won. “Divide and Rule” has been their policy for
the last 150 years and it continues to be their policy, even at the moment
when they are supposed to be quitting India. . . . The top-ranking Con-
gress leaders have already begun to talk in the Churchillian strain about
“Co-operative Commonwealth.” Some of them have envisaged very close
relations with Britain. In that background, British Imperialist manoeuver-
ing will go on, but possibly in a more subtle and insidious way. . . . But the
dream of independent India, free from British Imperialist control and
influence, will more and more become a forgotten dream. . . .

I have no doubt what H. M. G.’s plan would lead to. It is bound to lead
to perpetual conflicts between the Hindus and the Muslims in the Hindu
majority provinces as well as in the Muslim majority provinces. If peace
is what we seek, we cannot get it by accepting H. M. Gs plan. If indepen-
dence is what we seek, the Plan sounds its death knell. It is possible even
now for Congress and Muslim League leaders to retrace their steps. Will
they have the vision and the courage to do so? Let them reform the prov-
inces on [a] linguistic basis and give them independence. Let them intro-
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