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This dissertation argues how the imperative of surviving colonial legislative 

politics left little room for furthering of any ideology. As my primary tool of inquiry I use 

the political careers of Bengal’s only three chief ministers before independence, Fazlul 

Huq (1937-1941 and 1941-1943), Khwaja Nazimuddin (1943-1945) and Huseyn 

Suhrawardy (1946-1947).The four central chapters of my dissertation each deal with one 

ministerial tenure. I successively document how Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy 

resorted to different political techniques to confront the vicarious world of provincial 

politics. Huq’s contingent politics was a response to the new grant of provincial 

autonomy, under the penultimate Constitutional Act of 1935. Nazimuddin had to re-

negotiate a restrictive political space, caused by war calculations and the catastrophic 

1943 famine. Suhrawardy’s transition from politics of exclusion to politics of inclusion, 

in what became the last year of British rule in India, was a desperate attempt to fight 

against partition of Bengal. Some ideologies were abandoned, some new ones embraced, 

and to some, only lip-service was paid. This dissertation is the first exploration of the 
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parting of rhetoric and action in the tumultuous pre-Independence/partition decade in 

Bengal. 

To present this new understanding I use official documents and non-official 

sources such as journals, diaries, newspapers and letters from archives in Cambridge, 

London, Delhi, Kolkata and Dhaka. While the last colonial decade in Bengal has 

generated a lot of intriguing scholarship from social scientists, there has yet to be a 

substantial work on the Bengali Muslims for the period under study. Before the time of 

“history from below,” North India, Punjab specifically, was deemed to be most important 

for the pre-partition decade. By the time scholars started engaging with Bengal, a region 

that also underwent partition, the fascination with subaltern studies dictated a certain kind 

of work narrating people’s experiences. Consequently, the provincial high politics of 

Bengal never got the attention it deserved. My work fills this gap up by answering 

questions that have never even been asked. In the process I have brought to light 

neglected documents that I bring in dialogue with materials better known to scholars.  
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Introduction 

 

The Government of India Act, 1935, laid down the process of attaining Dominion 

Status for India, a promise the British had conceded in 1931. Between the inconclusive 

Round Table Conferences in the earlier part of 1930s and the passage of the 1935 Act 

“the most crucial debate about decolonization took place.”1 The Act provided that the 

center would get responsible government but only when 2/3 of the Princely States 

acceded to the federation. In all, the Act was a recognition that the “Raj would end,” but 

its unraveling would start in the provinces. The best known feature of the Act was the 

grant of provincial autonomy.  For all the devolution of power, when provinces like 

Bengal, much like the other ten provinces, prepared to enjoy the fruits of the Government 

of India Act, its politics gradually began to tread uncharted territories. By giving each 

individual province a chance at self-governance, the British were not agreeing to discuss 

the eventual transfer of power with each province individually. This meant that the Act, 

instead of clarifying the path forward to Indian independence, actually complicated it.  

The Government of India Act 1935 had serious repercussions for national level 

politics, though at first the Act had nothing much to offer at the national level. In fact, the 

devolution of power at the provincial level was balanced by strengthening British hold at 

the center. While “more and more authority was entrusted to Indians” in the provinces, at 

the center the British Government’s powers were increased and tightened.2 But because 

eventual discussions on transfer of power would necessitate parleys with national-level 

politicians, these leaders became “negotiators at the center.” They had to keep the 

provinces behind them, and in check.3 As Anil Seal put it, the provincial leaders could 

                                                 
1 W David McIntyre, British Decolonization 1946-1997, When, Why and How Did the British Empire Fall? 

(London Macmillan Press, 1998), 152.  
2 John Gallagher, Gordon Johnson, and Anil Seal, Locality, Province and Nation : Essays on Indian 

Politics 1870 to 1940 (London: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 269. 
3 Ibid., 2-5.  
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“whip their own dogs, but no one else’s.” So, in the hope of a power settlement with the 

British that would be acceptable to national leaders and their political parties, the All 

India National Congress (henceforth Congress) and the All India Muslim League 

(henceforth Muslim League), got down to increasing their control over their provincial 

chapters, now vested with increased powers.  The Congress, which had been agitating for 

greater participation in the government, and the Muslim League, which had only recently 

started having a national presence, gained nothing much from the Act except perhaps 

symbolically, which admittedly, is not to be slighted. They had to wait their turn for their 

slices of real administrative power. They both remained all-India parties, whereas their 

provincial chapters prepared to fight the elections and join the government.  

In provinces like Bengal, the Raj secured for itself a range of new “collaborators,” 

who would be the members of the Assembly, the Council, and more importantly, the 

chief minister and his cabinet ministers. The governors in the provinces were entrusted 

with the risky business of overseeing how this new handout would work. The British 

governors remained skeptical. As opposed to national politics, provincial politics in 1937 

occupied a privileged place as the first site on which the decolonization project 

commenced.4 In Bengal, a province with a Muslim majority, the largest Muslim majority 

province in British India at that, the Act had an important implication for the provincial 

level politicians and their parties. They were given powers that challenged the authority 

of all-India political parties. Congress and Muslim League responded to this new 

challenge from provincial leaders by passing down ideologies and making aggressive 

demands that they be adhered to. Joya Chatterji’s work on Hindu politics in Bengal and 

Ayesha Jalal’s work on Mohammad Ali Jinnah and Muslim League politics offer 

                                                 
4 Discussions on the Act of 1935 and its implications for India abound. Not all historians agree that the Act 

was intended to start the decolonization process. Gallagher for instance does not see the Act as preparing a 

stage for Britain’s exit. He sees the Act as “an adjustment in the methods of keeping their Indian 

connections while retaining intact most of its fundamental advantages.” See Gallagher’s essay “Congress in 

Decline” in Ibid., 269. There is consensus on the fact that provinces had new and increased powers.  
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convincing evidence of the many ways in which ideological tropes were used to keep 

provincial parties close to the central bodies.5 The practice and the logic of using an 

ideology to keep together a community, however disparate, was not new.6 But all these 

works have also shown how ideologies are imprecise and utilizing them to sustain mass 

support for political demands needed techniques, unique to India at the period; and new 

reasoning. The implementation of the 1935 Act ushered in a period in colonial history 

where the very strength of ideologies- nationalism, communalism, secularism and 

separatism - was put to the test in Bengal.  

The decade before independence and partition, therefore, albeit important for 

tracing the histories that led to these twin cataclysmic events, hold value for 

understanding other related historical processes as well. The commencement of devolved 

colonial politics under the Act of 1935, one such process, raises some questions: How did 

the partnering of power between a British governor and an Indian ministry work out? 

What was the relationship between ideology and politics, and what change did it undergo 

with the onset of the war and the occurrence of a tragic famine? Considering Bengal 

entered a new phase of politics dominated by three Muslim chief ministers in a row, what 

implications did this have for Muslim separatist ideology or for the achievement of 

Pakistan? How closely were the fates of political parties associated with the career graphs 

of politicians? How did Bengal politics weigh in on the much debated question of 

inevitability of partition of India? 

To address these questions, I will use as my primary tool of inquiry the political 

careers of Bengal’s three chief ministers in the decade before independence, Fazlul Huq 

                                                 
5 Joya Chatterji, Bengal Divided. Hindu Communalism and Partition, 1932-1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994). Ayesha Jalal, The Sole Spokesman : Jinnah, the Muslim League, and the Demand 

for Pakistan (Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 
6 Gail Minault, The Khilafat Movement : Religious Symbolism and Political Mobilization in India (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1982). See Minault for how she uses symbols- driven by Islamic 

ideology- to trace the development of political mobilization. Faisal Devji, Muslim Zion : Pakistan as a 

Political Idea (London: Hurst, 2013). Devji, discussing a later event, makes a similar case for political 

mobilization using the religious parallel of Zionism.  
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(1937-1941 and 1941-1943), Khwaja Nazimuddin (1943-1945) and Huseyn Suhrawardy 

(1946-1947). I will discuss the last colonial decade in Bengal, within which the tenures of 

these ministers fit easily. This is a study of Muslim high politics, with focus on the 

position of the chief minister, his decisions, his limitations, his politics and his failures. 

While this study certainly has elements of a political biography, it is more. The thrust of 

the narrative is not just to study these politicians in isolation from each other, one after 

the other, but to seek out threads of inter-connections among their tenures. These threads 

are long and they tie in with the larger preoccupations at the national level, prominent 

among which was Jinnah’s urgent need for an ideology which would help him whip 

unruly provinces into submission. Essentially, their tenures represent an essaying of 

provincial concerns, dictated by particularities that did not matter at any other level, 

nation or locality. Together, they tell a story of the understudied high Muslim politics in 

these crucial years, one that is at variance with existing narratives on this period. The 

high political space is defined by the chief ministers’ arenas of activity, responsibility and 

political associations. Special attention has been given to the legislative space these 

ministers worked in. Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy stand at the center of this 

political space that I investigate, and a study of British governors, Hindu and even 

Muslim politicians, significant as they are for the period under study, is only incidental, 

as is the analysis of political parties and constituencies. The sources I have used to 

conduct this research include official documents, reports, diaries, letters, political tracts 

and newspapers, in Bengali as well as English.  

This thesis is a study of political choices in the face of British policies, nationalist 

politics and provincial particularities. Within political choices, I include everything from 

support of a bill to entering a coalition, every act that had political implications. This 

thesis argues that the imperative of surviving colonial legislative politics in Bengal left 

little room for furthering of any ideology. There were many ideologies with significant 

following in Bengal. There was nationalism, both the secular and the communal brand. 
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Then there was communalism, an ideology that was adopted by believers sometimes for 

violence and sometimes for activism. Muslim nationalism and Muslim separatism were 

variants of the communal ideology that the Muslim community was distinct from the 

non-Muslim communities and the Muslims were a nation.7 While these ideologies were 

espoused by Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy at different points in their tenure, upon 

closer analysis, it becomes clear that often it was not much more than lip service, the 

motivation, almost always was pragmatism in politics. Their everyday politics, by which 

I mean their daily political negotiations, did not allow them to push ahead with any one 

ideological agenda. Espousing ideology was often means to an end, rather than an end in 

itself. Their style of politics being so radically different from one another, naturally their 

responses to political ideologies were different, but over all it was always the pressing 

concern of staying afloat, of enduring the next political challenge that forced the chief 

ministers to keep ideology at bay. This was often not a conscious decision but an 

unintended outcome of their politics and the political space they occupied.  

For a theoretical and methodological framework for this thesis, I look at Partha 

Chatterjee’s article, “The Second Partition of Bengal.” In that article he concludes that 

Joya Chatterji’s central argument in her book Bengal Divided. Hindu Communalism and 

Partition, 1932-1947, where she traces the transformation in Hindu bhadralok from 

‘nationalism to communalism,’ is “much too simplistic.” Chatterjee goes on to explain 

instead that: 

“The story of this change must be sought among political strategies adopted for 

much shorter durations, in institutional arenas that involve only small numbers of people. 

One cannot tell this story without mentioning specific meetings and negotiations, without 

citing statements and declarations, indeed without sneaking behind particular people into 

particular smoke-filled offices. It is precisely because of the relevance of this level of 

                                                 
7 Francis Robinson, Separatism among Indian Muslims : The Politics of the United Provinces' Muslims, 

1860-1923 (London: Cambridge University Press, 1975).   
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political activity that there will always remain the possibility of telling ‘secret histories’ 

and ‘untold stories’ of events such as the partition.”8  

This thesis is not organized around the event of partition or even independence. If 

anything, this thesis aspires to arrive at these significant moments, encompassing within 

it an element of surprise. Historical literature on South Asia has taken partition to be one 

of its central problems, arising out of religious separatism and communalism, ideologies 

that created a rift between the Hindus and the Muslims. Discussions on why partition 

happened and the ever fascinating question of its inevitability abound.9 This thesis does 

not complement that body of literature. Instead it looks at how Bengal (only Bengal) 

arrived at August 1947, implying that a nation-centric explanation is both insufficient and 

faulty. It does so by linking together “political strategies adopted for much shorter 

durations,” maybe days, maybe months. While this thesis exploits many “secret histories” 

in the process, it is not altogether dismissive of historical processes that unfold 

themselves over longer durations. In tracing the politics of “small numbers of people” 

(just three actually), and linking together “meetings,” “negotiations” and “statements,” 

this thesis is Namierite in execution. The closeness between this thesis and Lewis 

Namier’s conclusions that mid-eighteenth century British Parliamentarians cared more 

for “self interest” is incidental.10 The final picture that emerges in this work is that of ten 

years of high politics, but its components are short duration political occurrences.  

While the last colonial decade in Bengal has generated a lot of intriguing 

scholarship from historians, activists, anthropologists and literary scholars, there has yet 

to be a substantial study of Bengali Muslim politics for the period under study.11 Before 

                                                 
8 Partha Chatterjee, "The Second Partition of Bengal," in Partition of India. Why 1947? , ed. Kaushik Roy 

(New Delhi; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 152. 
9 Asim Roy, "The High Politics of India's Partition: The Revisionist Perspective," Modern Asian Studies 

24, no. 2 (1990). See for a historiographical study on the inevitability of partition. 
10 L. B. Namier, The Structure of Politics at the Accession of George Iii (London; New York: Macmillan; 

St. Martin's Press, 1957). 
11 Significant works on Bengal focus on Hindus or use them more often as a category of analysis. See J. H. 

Broomfield, Elite Conflict in a Plural Society; Twentieth-Century Bengal (Berkeley: University of 
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the time of “history from below,” Delhi was considered the most useful viewpoint from 

which to study the years leading to 1947.12 When the need to include provincial 

experiences became established, Punjab was deemed to be most important for the pre-

partition decade.13 By the time scholars started engaging with Bengal, a region that also 

underwent partition, the fascination with subaltern studies dictated a certain kind of work 

narrating people’s experiences.14 Consequently, the provincial high politics of Bengal 

never got the attention it deserved. This was further complicated by the fact that high 

politics in Bengal was mostly politics conducted by Muslims. Seminal works on Bengal 

have only looked at Hindus. There has been great hesitation in approaching the Muslim 

majority. Shila Sen’s Muslim Politics in Bengal, 1937-1947 and Harun or Rashid’s The 

Foreshadowing of Bangladesh, Bengal Muslim League and Muslim Politics, 1906-1947 

deal with the period under review but their work is an analysis of the growth of Muslim 

League in Bengal. As my thesis will show, a study of Muslim League politics in Bengal 

is not a sufficient indication of the politics of Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy, just 

because they were Muslims and associated with the Muslim League. The need to 

understand the latter is important because these ministers were holding the highest 

                                                                                                                                                 
California Press, 1968). John Gallagher, "Congress in Decline: Bengal, 1930 to 1939," Modern Asian 

Studies 7, no. 03 (1973). Sekhar Bandopadhyay, "From Alienation to Integration: Changes in the Politics of 

Caste in Bengal, 1937-47," Indian Economic & Social History Review 31, no. 3 (1994). Sekhar 

Bandyopadhyay, Caste, Protest and Identity in Colonial India : The Namasudras of Bengal, 1872-1947 

(Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 1997). Bidyut Chakrabarty, The Partition of Bengal and Assam, 1932-1947 

(London and New York: Routledge Curzon, 2004). Joya Chatterji, Bengal Divided. Hindu Communalism 

and Partition, 1932-1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). Suranjan Das, Communal Riots 

in Bengal, 1905-1947 (Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
12 V. P. Menon, The Transfer of Power in India (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1957). 
13 See David Gilmartin, Empire and Islam : Punjab and the Making of Pakistan (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1988). Anita Inder Singh, The Origins of the Partition of India, 1936-1947 (Delhi; New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1987). Mushirul Hasan, India's Partition : Process, Strategy, and 

Mobilization (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1993). Ian Talbot, Khizr Tiwana, the Punjab Unionist Party 

and the Partition of India (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 1996). Ian Talbot and Gurharpal Singh, eds., Region 

and Partition : Bengal, Punjab and the Partition of the Subcontinent (Oxford; New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999). 
14 Dipesh Chakrabarty, "Remembered Villages: Representation of Hindu-Bengali Memories in the 

Aftermath of the Partition," Economic and political weekly 31, no. 32 (1996). Bashabi Fraser and Sheila 

Sengupta, Bengal Partition Stories : An Unclosed Chapter (London; New York: Anthem Press, 2006). 

Gargi Chakravartty, Coming out of Partition : Refugee Women of Bengal (New Delhi: Bluejay Books, 

2005). 
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government offices in Bengal and by means of their clout and their political associations, 

their politics had the potential to direct Bengal towards a certain course. In conducting 

their politics some ideologies were abandoned, some new ones embraced, and to some, 

only lip-service was paid. This dissertation therefore is the first exploration of the parting 

of rhetoric and action in the tumultuous pre-Independence/partition decade in Bengal. 

A study of Muslim politicians in Bengal cannot ignore the relationship of these 

politicians with Muslim League, Bengal League (Muslim League’s Bengal chapter), and 

Jinnah, as well as the larger question of Muslim nationalism and Muslim separatism. 

Insights gained from a focus on Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy will help in looking 

outward and upward at the structures of this organization, its ideology, its propagandists 

and its ardent devotees. Muslim nationalism, as a movement that was bigger than 

Jinnah’s bargains for political rights of Muslims and the Muslim League’s rising strength 

in the 1940s has a complicated relationship with the “minor histories” of the provinces. 

The fact that the idea of Muslim nationalism was “abstract” and labor had to be exerted to 

make it appear more concrete is not just a retrospective realization.15 Muslim League 

leaders grappled with the inherent challenges in first, linking Muslim nationalism to 

Muslim separatism, finally landing on their demand for Pakistan; and second, in a 

systematic repression of clan and caste loyalties, ethnic and regional identities and 

province-based languages like Bangla. The project had to be conducted at the national 

level. Faisal Devji’s contention that “Muslim nationalism cannot simply be seen as sum 

of its provincial parts” can be admitted. True, “such minor histories…could not exist 

without a countrywide one…while the reverse is manifestly not true…,” what about the 

trajectory of that history once it had been embraced in the provinces?16 While taking note 

                                                 
15 Faisal Devji, Muslim Zion : Pakistan as a Political Idea (London: Hurst, 2013), Introduction. Devji 

makes an excellent case for how Pakistan was imagined in an “alien geography, without a necessary 

reference to shared blood and rootedness in the soil.” Choudhry Khaliquzzaman, Pathway to Pakistan 

([Lahore]: Longmans, Pakistan Branch, 1961), 188-97. Of particular interest is the chapter, “Search for 

Formula and Ideology” where Khaliquzzaman debates on what Muslim League ideology should be.  
16 Faisal Devji, Muslim Zion : Pakistan as a Political Idea (London: Hurst, 2013), 8. 
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of Devji’s caveat that regional histories can be localized further, this dissertation 

nevertheless, with its regional focus, will contribute to new understandings on Muslim 

nationalism and how its very nature was forged by how Muslim nationalism was defined 

in the provinces. These provincial histories accentuated the tensions in the 

implementation of the project of Muslim nationalism. In Bengal, Muslim nationalism, 

depending on which political group one looks at, was at one time directed towards 

achievement of Pakistan, at another time, Purba Bangla and yet one more time United 

Bengal.17 Not just definitions of Pakistan but even belonging to the Muslim League was 

debated in Bengal. Huq and Suhrawardy’s politics are especially important to follow in 

this regard. The history of Muslim separatism too had a contested path in Bengal. 

Needless to mention that if Pakistan was the outcome of Muslim separatism, and Bengal, 

in very real terms, had to face that consequence through its own vivisection, how can a 

national telling of that nationalism/separatism alone suffice to narrate this very regional 

experience ?18 Furthermore, while there was nothing teleological about it, we should not 

forget the disillusionment with the Pakistan project that overtook East Pakistan within 

two decades and culminated in the emergence of Bangladesh. 

A case for provincial history has been made in the past for the period under 

review, especially for Punjab.19 As a provincial study, this thesis offers an interesting 

relationship with national history. In the late 1930s national-level events had less impact 

on Bengal’s provincial politics, and when they did, they were few and far between. In the 

                                                 
17 Neilesh Bose, Recasting the Region : Language, Culture, and Islam in Colonial Bengal (New Delhi: 

Oxford University Press, 2014), 187-236. Faisal Devji, Muslim Zion : Pakistan as a Political Idea 

(London: Hurst, 2013), 6. Bose’s chapter, “Ideas of Pakistan and the End of Empire” and Devji’s assertion 

of how Pakistan was “imagined so variously” discuss the various possibilities and outcomes that Muslim 

nationalism could have had while espousing for Pakistan. 
18 David Gilmartin, Empire and Islam : Punjab and the Making of Pakistan (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1988). Gilmartin does something similar. He is also looking at how the idea of Pakistan, 

once it was announced in Punjab, became popular, was internalized and reworked to suit the local political 

arena.  
19 Ian Talbot, Punjab and the Raj, 1849-1947 (New Delhi: Manohar Publications, 1988). Talbot’s thesis 

that the fall of the inter-communal Unionist Party in Punjab allowed for the Muslim League to step in and 

transfer the communal mood prevalent in the province to a demand for Pakistan, underscored clearly how 

provincial narratives often made clear national events like partition of India.  
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1940s and closer to 1947, the intensity of this impact increased, and the events became 

more frequent. The study of Huq’s first five years in office will show how he operated 

without having to calculate power dynamics at the center, and their implications for his 

rule. But from his second term onward, and during Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy’s terms, 

the impact of national level politics was always a big concern for the chief ministers. The 

irruption of national history into the provincial political landscape of Bengal is carefully 

delineated in this thesis, be it the Quit India, the Cripps Mission or the Cabinet Mission. 

Through these and other national level events, this thesis will show the slow but 

determined devouring of provincial histories, so much so that many of the trends in 

provincial history lead to abrupt endings in August 1947, and repercussions of events at 

the center impact and shape provincial politics. In the existing historiography the logic 

for the partition of Bengal, and the independence of its western part in 1947 has been 

ascribed to the vociferous demands of the Bengali Hindus according to Chatterji.20 Their 

demands alone however did not bring about partition of Bengal, because the powerful last 

Viceroy of British India, Mountbatten was until late May 1947 invested in keeping 

Bengal united. This is where a study of Suhrawardy’s politics aids our understanding of 

this historical outcome.  

During the period preceding partition, Suhrawardy made drastic attempts to ward 

off the forces of national politics in Bengal. His movement for United Bengal failed and 

partition happened. So while for a decade provincial and national history are seen as 

running parallel to each other, they suddenly collapse into one in the event of partition, 

and the logic for this event is then best traced at the level of national history. My work 

will contribute to making sense of this puzzle by looking not at the Muslim League’s 

politics, because at provincial and national level, organizationally they stood for the same 

goals, but at Suhrawardy’s politics as representative of a unique provincial stand. 

                                                 
20 Joya Chatterji, Bengal Divided. Hindu Communalism and Partition, 1932-1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994). 
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Suhrawardy’s politics, and his alone, offer a sense of how national and provincial 

histories work with each other, resist each other, and finally the province gives in to the 

nation. Explaining the causes for the failure of Suhrawardy’s United Bengal Plan is not 

critical for gaining an understanding of the relationship between provincial and national 

history.21 It is necessary to understand the context of Suhrawardy’s politics as he came up 

with this proposal.  

Considering that Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy worked the system through 

provincial autonomy and interacted closely with Governors, and even Viceroys, over the 

span of a decade, an analysis of their politics is bound to offer an intimate window into 

the imperial mind. By the mid-1930s the British, no longer an irresistible power, were 

certainly willing to share power as evidenced by constitutional enactments like the Act of 

1935.22 This however did not mean that the future course of imperial action was well 

chalked out or that every British official in the line of command from London, to Delhi to 

Calcutta spoke in one voice. While the question of decolonization was not formally 

discussed as an official policy- definitely not in the correspondences between Bengal’s 

many Governors and British Viceroys like Linlithgow and Wavell- the historiography on 

decolonization has looked at this period for clues that led to the final British withdrawal 

from India. In these histories, the central focus has been the machinations that took place 

in the center. These decolonization theories are essentially nation-centric.23 This work 

                                                 
21 Bidyut Chakrabarty, "The 1947 United Bengal Movement : A Thesis without a Synthesis," The Indian 

Economic and Social History Review 30, no. 4 (1993). 
22 Anita Inder Singh, The Origins of the Partition of India, 1936-1947 (Delhi; New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1987). A standard argument for British decolonization in India is a weakened British 

position. Singh is one of the many scholars to state it. While other possible explanations to decolonization 

have been provided, this has not been refuted. 
23 David Strang, "Global Patterns of Decolonization, 1500-1987," International Studies Quarterly 35, no. 4 

(1991). Strang clarifies how he sees decolonization in regions as “single events.” The process is driven by 

streamlining many provincial level experiences into one national experience. This work does not mean to 

stake out singularity of provincial experiences to debate the event of independence. Clearly Bengal was not 

like Portuguese Goa which became part of India in 1961. But the experience of decolonization complicates 

the nation’s decolonization experience.  
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will suggest that it is worthwhile to de-center the decolonization debate (in India, as 

anywhere else) and look for provincial narratives of decolonization.  

Based on “event history analyses,” this work will focus on the sidelines, upon the 

contours of a decolonization narrative that runs counter to existing theories.24 One of the 

theories of decolonization looks at the pressure that came from Britain itself, the pressure 

of domestic politics. A P Thornton’s famous explanation that the aristocracy lost its grip 

on the working class; the liberated mass electorate did not care for empire and democracy 

acquired popularity makes a convincing case.25 These factors however did not always go 

well with governors on the spot like John Anderson and John Herbert, who remained 

concerned about being able to rein in provincial autonomy if the situation demanded. 

Their concerns were less about an ideological position on the empire and if its 

disintegration should be willingly pursued or not, but a very practical concern regarding 

governance. This work will test the application of three theories of decolonization:  

domestic political consideration in London, the ‘metropole,’26 the Second World War and 

the growth of nationalism, and how it confronted Britain with its “own liberal 

precepts.”27 

First, domestic opinion may have been all for decolonization and the grant of 

provincial autonomy was its logical corollary, but the implicit British expectation from 

the new indigenous provincial ministries was that they would not jeopardize British 

interests. Anderson and all governors who followed him were expected to watch over 

those interests, with the help of the European Group in the Legislative Assembly and the 

Legislative Council. British interests in colonial Bengal were widespread. Jute mill 

owners were British and so labor strikes could not be tolerated. The army was important, 

                                                 
24 ———, "From Dependency to Sovereignty: An Event History Analysis of Decolonization 1870-1987," 

American Sociological Review 55, no. 6 (1990). 
25 A P Thornton, The Imperial Idea and Its Enemies: A Study in British Power (London: Macmillan, 1985). 
26 John Darwin, The End of the British Empire, the Historical Debate (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991). 

p11. 
27 A G Hopkins, "Rethinking Decolonization," Past and Present, no. 200 (August 2008). p243-44. 
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and so no budget cuts could tamper with it. Trade in Bengal was crucial to the colonial 

economy, and no disruption to it could be entertained, especially when it came in the 

form of communal clashes. Clearly a variety of considerations dictated the British 

response to provincial politics, depending on what was at stake. Sometimes the British 

stayed neutral, sometimes, they just sat back and watched, but more often than not they 

intervened. The decade 1937-1947 in Bengal was defined by its coalition politics and this 

thesis will show how, despite promises to the contrary, British governors meddled with 

provincial politics frequently, often shaping the kinds of coalition parties Bengal 

witnessed. 

Second, when the war started, the defense budget naturally reflected a rise in the 

cost of retaining the Empire. Herbert noted that in Bengal the annual cost of the war was 

three crore rupees, an amount that could not possibly be raised. These and other reality 

checks from other corners of the far flung empire forced the British to practically 

conclude that they would not throw away the colonies but “they were no longer to be held 

at all costs.”28 The war was not only expensive it also upset networks of trade. Empire 

was a network of economic relationships and Britain’s capacity for defending the empire 

from ‘internal subversion and external attack” depended on the wealth generated from the 

colonies.29 Additionally, the establishment of the principle of international accountability 

contributed significantly to the decolonization process.30 America’s entry into the war led 

to a series of discussions on decolonization. America was adamant, a position 

strengthened by its economic power, that Britain grant independence to its colonies. This 

was anathema to the likes of Churchill.  

                                                 
28 Ibid. p244. 
29 John Darwin, The End of the British Empire, the Historical Debate (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991). 

p40. 
30 William Roger Louis, Imperialism at Bay: The United States and the Decolonization of the British 

Empire, 1941-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978). 
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In Bengal however, war triggered reverse decolonization moves. One prime 

example of this initiative was the imposition of two Section 93s in Bengal. A Section 93 

refers to the Government of India Act , part III and chapter VI, Section 93, describing the 

power structure of a province in the event of “Failure of Constitutional Machinery.” For 

this section to be put into force the Governor alone had to be “satisfied that the situation 

has arisen.” The Governor could then issue a proclamation, by which he would not only 

“assume to himself” all administrative powers in the province, but also suspend “in whole 

or in part the operation of any provisions of the Act.”31 This proclamation was not to be 

issued without the concurrence of the Governor-General, but as we shall see in the 

coming chapters, Governors did not care for that check much.32 Not just Section 93, but 

also the Communal Award of 1932, which formed the basic framework for elections 

under the 1935 Act is also regarded by scholars as an attempt to hold on to the Indian 

Empire, rather than give it up.33 The Award, which carried the prime minister, Ramsay 

Macdonald’s name, fixed representation of religious communities in provincial 

electorates. The Hindus, who by the 1931 census were 44% of the population in Bengal 

were given 32 % of the seats in the legislature. The Muslims, who were 54 % got 48.7% 

of the seats. While Muslims were also underrepresented, the Hindu setback was historic. 

In a house of 250, Hindus were to have only 80 seats, and because this included 

depressed classes, caste Hindus actually had only 70 seats. The period of provincial 

autonomy in Bengal therefore cannot be simply seen as a period when gradual devolution 

of power took place. The British persistence in safeguarding the Communal Award, more 

                                                 
31 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1935/2/pdfs/ukpga_19350002_en.pdf 
32 Arthur Berriedale Keith, A Constitutional History of India, 1600-1935 (New York: Barnes & Noble, 

1969), 356. 
33 Bidyut Chakrabarty, "The Communal Award of 1932 and Its Implications in Bengal," Modern Asian 

Studies 23, no. 3 (1989). Chakrabarty, at the very outset makes it clear that historians like Gallagher and 

Seal saw the Award from the British point of view and saw in its grant the magnanimity of the British in 

extending the electorate and introducing Indians to the “sophisticated world of parliamentary politics.” 

Chakrabarty’s article shows that the Award while appearing to be “a calculated generous gesture was very 

much a political expedient.” 
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vehemently during the war, had little to do with maintaining stability or status quo during 

war time; it had to do with putting brakes on further decolonization.   

Third, nationalism occupies a crucial role in theories of decolonization because of 

the moral angle that it brings to the debate. It strengthens the case against the very 

immorality that imperialism represented. In less than a century it brought about the 

ruination of the British Empire in India. As Anthony Hopkins argues, nationalist 

sentiments in the colonies drew on the “same principles” of racial equality and self-

determination that were bringing discrimination in the dominions to an end.34 John 

Darwin shows how local politicians used the rhetoric of nation and nationalisms to 

forward their demands about participation in the government as representatives of a 

nation.35 For all this talk on nationalism, Bengal, as we shall see, evinced no signs of 

fervent nationalism. There were clashes and violence but they were not significant and 

for the most part, they were communal, not anti-British. The last two chief ministers, 

Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy, served their role as collaborators to the Raj. Roger Louis’ 

argument that the inversion of collaboration into non-cooperation determined the process 

of decolonization was true at the national level.36 But in Bengal the British did not face 

any such hostility, definitely not from the men in power, and yet British power came to 

an end there too. Somewhere in Bengal’s experience of decolonization there appears a 

forced imposition of national experience of this monumental process that changed the 

history of the modern world. It may be worthwhile, for a different project, to follow the 

provincial line of reasoning and seek a different telling of decolonization, one that is 

more centered on the province. A continuous subtext in this work will show the various 

instances in which decolonization theories fall short in explaining what happened in 

                                                 
34 A G Hopkins, "Rethinking Decolonization," Past and Present, no. 200 (August 2008). p243-44. 
35 John Darwin, The End of the British Empire, the Historical Debate (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991). 

p86. 
36 William Roger  Louis, Imperialism : The Robinson and Gallagher Controversy (New York: New 

Viewpoints, 1976), 37. 
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Bengal in the years before Britain’s final withdrawal. While not the focus of this thesis, 

the discussion on decolonization, as a subsidiary interpretive endeavor will contribute to 

decolonization studies. 

This thesis has four chapters. The first two chapters deal with Fazlul Huq’s two 

ministerial tenures. The third and the fourth chapters look at Nazimuddin and 

Suhrawardy’s years in office. The first chapter follows Huq’s rise to power as chief 

minister of Bengal in 1937. Defining Huq’s politics as “contingent” the chapter traces the 

minutiae of his years in office from January 1937 when he won a resounding victory, to 

December 1941 when he resigned from his own ministry, thus causing it to collapse and 

then forming a new ministry. Most of the decisions Huq took during his first tenure were 

aimed at making his immediate position strong, but not necessarily his future position. 

All his maneuvers were subject to chance, and he took many chances during the first five 

years in office. Some of these chance political steps can be attributed to his personality, 

but his circumstances were also partly responsible for pushing him towards a certain 

direction. The second chapter carries the same theme of contingent politics ahead, only to 

focus on how it started to backfire. His second tenure lasted a little over a year, December 

1941 to March 1943. During this very short span, as compared to his previous tenure, 

Huq was confronted with many political decisions he took in the past. But in his second 

tenure too, Huq’s politics took turns that were unanticipated, thus offering credibility to 

the larger framework of Huq’s politics as being “contingent.”  

The third chapter finds Nazimuddin (April 1943 to March 1945), in charge of a 

war ministry, responsible for delivering relief during one of Bengal’s worst famines. 

These two events, plus the pressure from British governor Herbert and the set rules 

handed down from Jinnah, created a restrictive political space for Nazimuddin. 

Nazimuddin’s politics were geared towards renegotiating the boundaries of this space and 

operating within what was unviable politics at best. The fourth and last chapter, on 

Suhrawardy’s politics (April 1946 to June 1947) sees him transition from politics of 
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exclusion in 1945 to politics of inclusion in 1947. I use the terms exclusion and inclusion 

to qualify not just the goal of Suhrawardy’s politics but also his method of doing politics. 

When practicing exclusion, Suhrawardy not only alienated the Hindus, some of whom 

were members of his cabinet, but his goal was achievement of Pakistan, defined and 

popularized in Bengal as a haven for Bengali Muslims. In 1947 however, he had not only 

started negotiations with Hindus, which by itself showed his inclusive tendency in 

politics, Suhrawardy was battling for the achievement of United Bengal, a state for all 

Bengalis, Hindus and Muslims. United Bengal was nothing if not a negation of Pakistan, 

though Suhrawardy never put it that way.  

With regard to the employment of ideologies in the service of politics, the 

chapters will show in greater detail how dogged pursuit of an ideology was not a priority, 

but also not possible. It is not that Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy had no ideas or 

ideals. They were new to a position of historic significance. They had constituencies to 

serve, including the British, in order to stay in power. Surviving a political tenure needed 

astute pragmatism. They had to constantly worry about a belligerent Hindu opposition, 

mostly of caste Hindus. It was in addressing recurring practical concerns that ideology 

was kept at bay. Their position as provincial leaders dealing with historical events like 

the war, famine, Quit India movement and Cabinet Mission Plan, imbued their politics 

with an urgency that others failed to appreciate. “In the pages that follow, I narrate the 

political lives of Bengal’s three pre-independence chief ministers, now forgotten, to shed 

new light on a decade overshadowed by partition and independence history.” 
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Chapter 1: Provincial Autonomy and Contingent History: Huq’s 

Politics, 1937-1941 

 

In December 1936, at the St Andrew’s Dinner, Governor John Anderson 

announced that Bengal would soon have a better financial position. It would benefit from 

the jute control scheme and its youth movements would find greater government support. 

The Statesman published an article covering the event under the headline “Brighter Days 

Ahead for Bengal.”
1
 What may have lent credence to all these hopes for the people of 

Bengal was the fact that provincial autonomy had finally come to Bengal.
2
 With the 

Bengal Council prorogued on 4 December, 1936, Bengal bid farewell to the 1919 

Montford Reforms Act.
3
 Bengal prepared to elect its first chief minister. Muslims took 

keen interest in the elections and in several constituencies, where the seats were reserved 

for them, there were three to four candidates for every seat.
4
 Of the Muslim electorate 85 

per cent cast their votes.
5
 The Muslim excitement however was not reflective of some 

kind of political solidarity. The deep divisions that existed within the Bengal Muslim 

political world would soon reveal themselves post elections. In the general 

constituencies, Hindus had two candidates on an average contesting for one seat and 61.4 

per cent cast their votes.
6
 There was infighting among the Hindus as well, and also within 

the Bengal Congress party. Though differences within the Congress were not “healed,” 

they were at least “patched up” before the election.
7
 In any case, the Hindus seemed less 

excited about the elections than the Muslims. Possibly, the Communal Award of 1932, 

                                                 
1 The Statesman, 1 December 1936. 
2 Ibid., 5 December.  
3  Ibid. 
4  Ibid., 23 December. 
5  The Statesman, 21 January 1937. 
6 Bidyut Chakrabarty, The Partition of Bengal and Assam, 1932-1947 (London and New York: Routledge 

Curzon, 2004)., p 78. 
7 Report on Formation of Bengal Ministry, December 1936-April 1937, IOR/R/3/2/2, Private Secretary’s 

Office, Bengal. 3 December 1936. 
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with its grant of separate electorates, and how that predetermined the election results, had 

something to do with it.
8
 

What was not predetermined by legislation and awards was the landslide victory 

of Abul Kaseem Fazlul Huq from the Muslim constituency of Patuakhali in East Bengal. 

Huq was not a new figure in Bengal politics but the 1930s saw him emerge as a proja 

(peasant) man, a leader for the oppressed and unlettered masses of Bengal. His 

stupendous popularity was his own doing.9 The Act of 1935 aided Huq’s political story 

by enlarging the electorate in Bengal by 600% which allowed a politician like Huq to tap 

into his rural support base and emerge a winner in a Legislative Assembly seat.10 The 

mofussil had been Huq’s stronghold for a long time but by including those districts and 

their peasant population in the electoral playing field, the 1935 Act strengthened Huq 

politically.11 There was also another consequence. The inclusion of the mofussil in 

legislative politics disrupted the world of Muslim politics in Bengal. The heavyweights in 

the Muslim political world came from the landed gentry. Armed with mandate from the 

people, an outsider to these ranks, Huq marked a bold entry into this world. This required 

him to tread carefully, and with short term maneuvers and political strategies.12 This 

chapter will explore this very contingent nature of Huq’s politics and will probe its 

necessity and chart its execution. In 1937 when Huq was invited to become Bengal’s first 

                                                 
8 The announcement of the Communal Award in 1932 had caused deep schisms within Congress. Bengal 

Provincial Congress Committee (BPCC), with their growing concern for Hindu interests, had grown apart 

from the All India Congress Committee (AICC). The two papered over their differences in November 

1936, just in time for the elections.  
9 Kamala Sarkar, Bengal Politics, 1937-1947 (Calcutta: A. Mukherjee & Co., 1990), 59-63. Primary 

sources as well as secondary literature agree with Sarkar’s conclusions about Huq’s popularity and his 

success in the elections. 
10 Taj ul-Islam Hashmi, Pakistan as a Peasant Utopia, the Communalization of Class Politics in East 

Bengal, 1920-1947. (Boulder, Oxford: Westview Press, 1992), 174. 
11 Joya Chatterji, Bengal Divided. Hindu Communalism and Partition, 1932-1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994), 55-102. Chatterji’s chapter “The emergence of the mofussil in Bengal politics” 

provides a great context for a deeper engagement with Huq’s rise during the 1930s before he became chief 

minster.  
12 Huq came from Bakargunj in East Bengal. He spoke Bengali and was educated in Bengal unlike the 

Persian speaking Muslim politicians of note in Calcutta. What he did not have in birth, he made up for in 

education and career. He was brilliant. Under the mentorship of prominent educator Ashutosh Mukherjee, 

Huq shone in his legal career and entered politics as a Congressman.  



20 

 

chief minister, he represented the Krishak Proja Party (henceforth KPP). By the end of 

the year Huq defected from the KPP and joined the Muslim League formally. The move 

was deliberate, aimed towards retaining his popularity among the masses, but also 

gaining ascendancy in the more organized Muslim League party. Wartime political 

decisions drove a wedge between Huq and other Leaguers in Bengal and outside. In 

1941, Huq found it impossible to juggle his multiple loyalties towards the Muslim 

League, the Muslim masses and towards Bengal. As head of a war ministry Huq could 

also not renege on his administrative duties. Towards the end of 1941, in yet one more of 

his unique maneuvers, Huq managed to ally with members of the opposition and form 

another ministry, entering office for the second time. These repeated defections and 

alliances defined the contingent nature of Huq’s politics; each move helped him 

strengthen his immediate position but simultaneously threatened the possibility of long-

term stability. All his new alliances raised red flags that Huq would eventually be forced 

to confront. In 1937 however, considering that the socially and economically advanced 

Hindus had to reckon with a Muslim dominated government, Huq was the only Muslim 

politician acceptable to the Hindus, as he was well known for being non-communal.13 

There are many views of Huq as a politician, by contemporaries and researchers, 

less on his politics. Huq has been seen in different lights, often extremes, but what is 

most interesting is how views on Huq are hardly contradictory. Anderson thought Huq 

was “completely devoid of principle and trusted by nobody.”
14

 L G Pinnell saw him as 

“opportunist in politics” and “amoral.”
15

 It was common knowledge that Huq’s loyalty 

                                                 
13 Anderson to Linlithgow. Report on Formation of Bengal Ministry, December 1936-April 1937, 

IOR/R/3/2/2, Private Secretary’s Office, Bengal. Anderson notes how the Congress was working very 

closely with Huq during the election campaign and may have even helped him with funds.  
14 Anderson to Linlithgow. Report on Formation of Bengal Ministry, December 1936-April 1937, 

IOR/R/3/2/2, Private Secretary’s Office, Bengal.  
15 L G Pinnell, "With the Sanction of the Government,"  (London: Indian Office Records, 2002), 61. ——

—, "With the Sanction of the Government,"  (London: Indian Office Records, 2002). p61. Leonard George 

Pinnell came to Bengal as Reforms Officer in 1935. His task was to prepare rules of business for the new 

Constitution. He soon became private secretary to John Anderson and then in April 1937 his secretary. He 

had a long career as secretary to Governors and served three Governors in all. Pinnell worked with Huq. 



21 

 

was unreliable. Hamidul Huq Chowdhury, who participated in proja politics with Huq 

thought him to be a hypocrite.16 A Muslim League man, Abul Hashim notes in his diary 

that Huq was generous about making promises but not particular about implementing 

them.17 In the midst of these unflattering comments, note should be take of Huseyn 

Suhrawardy’s testimonial on Huq. Despite being Huq’s opponent in politics, Suhrawardy 

had to admit to Huq’s intelligence, memory, erudition and “deep insight into human 

character and mass psychology.”18 Noted scientist P C Ray saw Huq as not just a man for 

the masses but a symbol of Hindu-Muslim unity. Ray described Huq as a pure Bengali, 

and a pure Muslim at the same time, “head to toe.” He pleaded with Bengalis not to 

dishonor Huq adding that if they did, then it would not bode well for Bengalis.19 This last 

line of caution explicates why Huq may have lost some of his support in Bengal in the 

course of the jugglery he performed, befriending an ideology at one time, alienating a 

party at another. While this inconsistency was not unique to Huq, practising this kind of 

politics as chief minister had grave implications for Bengal’s history.  In later works, 

historians have tried to understand Huq’s relationship with KPP versus Muslim League. 

While Huq’s tenure may “amply be described as a period of consolidation of the Muslim 

League’s power and influence in Bengal,” Huq’s role in this development needs to be 

analyzed.20 The more confusing nature of Huq’s relationship was however with the 

                                                 
16 Hamidul Huq Chowdhury, Memoirs (Dhaka, Bangladesh: Associated Printers, 1989), 71. 
17 Abul Hashim, In Retrospection (Dacca: Subarna Publishers : Distributor, Mowla Bros., 1974), 19. 
18 Huseyn Shaheed  Suhrawardy, Memoirs of Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy with a Brief Account of His Life 

and Work, ed. Mohammad H. R. Talukdar (Karachi; Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 

104. 
19 P C Ray quoted in Abul Kasem Fazlul; Sajahana Huq, Esa Ema Ajijula Haka, Sere Banala Yuge Yuge 

(Dhaka: Sere Banala Risarca Sentara, 1981). 
20 Harun-or-Rashid, The Foreshadowing of Bangladesh, Bengal Muslim League and Muslim Politics, 

1906-1947 (Dhaka: The University Press Limited, 2003), 83. Shila Sen, Muslim Politics in Bengal, 1937-

1947 (New Delhi: Impex India, 1976), 101. Taj ul-Islam Hashmi, Pakistan as a Peasant Utopia, the 

Communalization of Class Politics in East Bengal, 1920-1947. (Boulder, Oxford: Westview Press, 1992), 

175.Hashmi says that by 1936 Huq and his group had identified itself with Muslim League. Nothing could 

be farther from the truth.  
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KPP.21 “Huq’s strategy of coalition building at the elite level in Calcutta, totally ignoring 

the necessity of establishing KPP as a well-organized political party, his theory of 

political dualism, professing the need for both the KPP and the League” have been seen 

as responsible for failure of KPP, but it begs questioning if this was not one of the many 

inadvertent outcomes of Huq’s contingent politics.22 As a provincial leader, Huq had two 

prominent concerns. He was keen on protecting provincial interests from being subsumed 

by national interests, and he subscribed to an identity politics for the Bengali Muslims 

that took into account their regional as as well religious identity. While these beliefs seem 

to have been genuinely espoused by Huq, this chapter will show how practical concerns 

often overshadowed them. 

The one aspect of Huq’s personality that contemporaries swore by and researchers 

later confirmed was with regards to his non-communal nature. In the 1930s Huq 

advocated a popular welfare program which both Hindu and Muslim cultivators could 

support. Huq also believed that inter -communal approaches were the best way to protect 

the interests of the Muslims in the province.23 His image as a politician who stood above 

religious divisions played a big part in his popularity and in how he is remembered. A 

large portion of the gamut of opinions on Huq are populated by books and monographs 

that at first glance may not appear as a reliable sources on Huq but on a closer and more 

nuanced look, reveal their contribution towards understanding this “controversial” 

figure.24 A K Zainul Abedin, editor of Nabayug (New Age), a daily established by Huq 

                                                 
21 Abul Mansur Ahmad, Amar Dekha Rajnitir Panchash Bachhar (Dhaka: Srijan, 1988), 158-92. In these 

pages Ahmad explains why and how KPP members like him slowly joined Muslim League. His account on 

many of the secret meetings of Huq and his understanding of Huq’s relationship with KPP is fascinating 

but even he did not make sense of many of Huq’s moves.  
22 Harun-or-Rashid, The Foreshadowing of Bangladesh, Bengal Muslim League and Muslim Politics, 

1906-1947 (Dhaka: The University Press Limited, 2003), 83. Muhammad Sanaullah, A.K. Fazlul Huq : 

Portrait of a Leader (Chittagong, Bangladesh: Homeland Press and Publications, 1995), 105. Sanaullah is 

also of the opinion that in joining Muslim League, Huq was not betraying KPP but merely resolving to 

serve the interests of greater number of Muslims. 
23 Peter Hardy, The Muslims of British India (London: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 223. 
24 Taj ul-Islam Hashmi, Pakistan as a Peasant Utopia, the Communalization of Class Politics in East 
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writes: “at the calamitous time, when the helpless, oppressed and ignorant Muslims of 

Bengal were convulsed with the waves of an unbound sea of despair, came like a 

harbinger of salvation, Sher E Bangla, A K Fazlul Huq, with courage in heart, strength in 

mind and words of redemption in lips, like benediction of Allah.”25 Biographers applaud 

Huq for every political move and even “dispassionate” studies see Huq as a “genius in 

the very difficult art of winning hearts of people.”26 His ardent followers see Huq’s 

association with Muslim League as a planned strategy for improvement of the projas.27 In 

these narratives, the Muslim League is seen as a conniving party and Huq, as a rustic and 

naïve politician who had blind trust in the Muslim League and got betrayed by it.28 

Mahapurusha Phajalula Haka (Great Man, Fazlul Huq) includes essays on Huq titled, 

“Loved by everyone, Fazlul Huq”, “Lover of Humanity, Fazlul Huq” “A Supreme 

Human Being.”29 Other collections, Sere Banala Yuge Yuge (The Tiger of Bengal 

through the ages) and Sere Bamla Smarane Samkalana (In memory of the Tiger of 

Bengal) contain letters written by/to Huq, essays on Huq, numerous advertisements and 

praise for Huq, not just as a great human being and politician, but also a mathematician 

and linguist.30  

These works are sometimes inaccurate as they contain no citations and are not 

dated. They also show that Huq surrounded himself with sycophants. Huq was notorious 

for being fickle minded and engaging in under the table dealings, and it would be hard to 

argue that his actions benefitted the projas a whole lot, but the only reason he was able to 

                                                 
25 A. K. Zainul Abedin, ed., Memorable Speeches of Sher-E-Bangla, Fazlul Huq (Barisal: al-Helal Pub. 

House, 1978), Preface. 
26 A. S. M. Abdur Rab, A.K. Fazlul Haq.; Life and Achievements ([Lahore]: [Ferozsons], 1967). B. D. 

Habibullah, Sere Bamla (Barisala: Buka Hausa, 1967). 
27 B. D. Habibullah, Sere Bamla (Barisala: Buka Hausa, 1967), 82.  
28 Khondkar Mofazzal Bari, Amadera Phajalula Haka (Bagura: [s.n.], 1962). 
29 Muhammada Abadula Khaleka, Mahapurusha Phajalula Haka (Dhaka: Muhammada Abadula Khaleka, 
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continue in politics as long as he did was because of the spell he had cast on Bengal. His 

popularity gave him the currency to stay relevant in the higher echelons of Bengal’s 

political circles. No other Muslim politician enjoyed the kind of popularity Huq enjoyed 

and these works underscore that attraction. These texts explain the extent of Huq’s 

charisma at a time when political personalities, more than political parties drew the 

crowds. Understandably then, these texts see Huq as a proja leader but make only 

marginal refreneces to the KPP party. This would change in Bengal but before it did Huq 

was able to navigate his office among the many pushes and pulls of the political arena. In 

moving from the KPP to the Bengal League and then leaving the League, Huq showed 

his irreverence towards ideolgies. What he developed, as a sheer practical response and 

as a provincial leader with many constituencies to serve, was the art of wielding power 

through contingent moves and it is those moves and their contexts that this chapter will 

dedicate itself to essaying.  

A SUITABLE IDEOLOGY: THE ‘NEW GOVERNMENT’ OF BENGAL GETS TO WORK  

When Huq emerged successful in the January 1937 Bengal provincial elections, it 

was a “double triumph” for him. Huq was uncontestably the most popular leader in the 

Muslim electorate in Bengal, liked by Hindus as well.
31

 Extremely sure of his popularity 

Huq announced amidst pre-election fervor that he would stand on his party, KPP’s ticket, 

from any constituency that Khwaja Nazimuddin, member, League Parliamentary Board 

of Bengal, chose to stand from. Nazimuddin chose Pathuakhali, a constituency situated 

within his extensive zamindari, and still lost.
32

 That Huq would win the election was 

                                                 
31 Huq became President of the Party only in 1935 after he defeated Khan Bahadur Abdul Momen at the 

Mymensingh Conference. But it was then called All Bengal Praja Samiti. In 1936 the name was changed to 
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Party ticket the Proja movement got a new lease of life, or so it seemed.  
32 Nazimuddin has been called a Muslim League candidate in most works but officially he was member of 

the League Parliamentary Board of Bengal, a body set up by Jinnah to run the 1937 elections. Huseyn 

Suhrawardy was the organizational genius behind the Board. The Muslim League in January 1937 was 

moribund and existed only on paper. Before 1937 Nazimuddin was member of the United Muslim Party 
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common knowledge, but what was perhaps a surprise for some was that he, the “most 

uncertain quantity” in Muslim politics, was invited by Anderson in February 1937 to 

form Bengal’s first autonomous ministry.
33

 Anderson was left with no choice. There was 

no Hindu leader who could form a ministry. Anderson noted that “the moral effects upon 

the ‘independents’ of the defeat by Huq of Nazimuddin was decisive, and made it clear 

that if there was to be a Muslim combination, Fazlul Huq must be its leader.”34 

Anderson’s hands were tied. He had no reason not to invite Huq. Huq won a landslide 

victory by getting 13,742 votes as compared to Nazimuddin’s 6675 votes. The extent of 

his popularity can be gauged from comparisons that were made between Patuakhali and 

the historic Battle of Plassey.35 Huq in fact stood from another constituency, Pirojpur and 

won there as well. Though Huq considered his possible defeat during his campaigns, 

adding that his defeat would “be more glorious than that of Napoleon at Waterloo,” it was 

nothing more than theatrics, something Huq had mastered over the years, and something 

that became a staple in his politics.
36

 Upon being invited, Huq agreed to form the 

ministry. Theatrics remained Huq’s way of expressing himself in politics throughout his 

tenure. His professed pro-proja ideology however kept changing. In fact, during most of 

1937 Huq governed without a definite ideology, which was as much a consequence of 

Huq’s personality, the times he lived in and the realities of provincial autonomy. The 

leader of the “new government” was so overwhelmed by the tide of events once he had 

                                                                                                                                                 
and was recognized its leader. The Party’s prominent members were from the Nawab of Dacca family. 
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westernized aristocratic leadership of the provincial Muslim League. 
33 Anderson to Linlithgow. Report on Formation of Bengal Ministry, December 1936-April 1937, 

IOR/R/3/2/2, Private Secretary’s Office, Bengal.  
34 Anderson to Linlithgow, 9 March 1937, L/PJ/5/141, Bengal Governor’s Fortnightly Reports, IOL 
35 B. D. Habibullah, Sere Bamla (Barisala: Buka Hausa, 1967), 67. 
36 Amrita Bazar Patrika, 28 January 1937. ———, Sere Bamla (Barisala: Buka Hausa, 1967), 75. 
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agreed to accept office as first chief minister of Bengal that the question of mere survival 

acquired maximum urgency. Huq realized soon after assuming office that fighting the 

election was the easiest of all tasks. The real challenge lay ahead of the triumph.
37

 

Forming a coalition did not prove to be easy. Huq needed a majority in the 

Assembly of 250 seats. Huq would have liked a coalition with the Congress as it had won 

43 seats from the general constituencies and it was the “only organized and well-

established political party in Bengal.”
38

 Huq could have benefitted from that, given that 

the KPP still had to build its organizational strength.  But Congress’s High Command’s 

“indecision” about office acceptance stood in the way of this alliance. The Congress, 

after “a largely ritualistic delay” accepted office in eight of eleven provinces. In Bengal it 

decided not to form a coalition.39 The main reason why the talks did not materialize was 

the issue of political prisoners.40 Bengal Congress wanted this issue to be a priority but 

Huq could not commit to it. Outside Bengal, Congress ministries were taking office in 

eight provinces and as mark of their new strength and to have all provincial ministries 

talk in one voice, the issue of political prisoners was critically important. The KPP on the 

other hand, was keen to ameliorate the conditions of peasants in Bengal.41 In the Muslim 

constituencies, out of a total of 117 seats, the KPP had won 40, Muslim League 39 but it 

was the independent Muslims who gained the maximum seats, 42.42 Immediately after 27 

                                                 
37 L G Pinnell, "With the Sanction of the Government,"  (London: Indian Office Records, 2002). p61.  
38 Report on Formation of Bengal Ministry, December 1936-April 1937, IOR/R/3/2/2, Private Secretary’s 
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January, when the news of his momentous victory hit the headlines, Huq got down to the 

business of touring districts in Bengal to raise strength and win over Muslim independent 

candidates. His efforts did not come to much. It was a practical problem negotiating with 

individual politicians. Also, the KPP alone could not form a ministry by wooing the 

independents. 

 It made sense therefore to approach the Bengal League. Huq did not want this 

alliance but he must have realized that the possibility of a stable combination among 

Muslims was the main key to the position.43 The Bengal League gained much from this 

alliance with Huq, as did the Muslim League, at the center. In the Muslim League 

Council minority province Muslims dominated.44 Jinnah wanted the Muslim League to be 

in a position where he could speak for all Muslim provinces and for that the Council 

would have to be well represented by Muslim majority provinces like Bengal. In 1937 

Jinnah was struggling to make Muslim League politics more inclusive so as to have 

appeal for all Muslims, upper classes and the masses, in Muslim minority as well as 

Muslim majority provinces.45 Huq had an agenda which had attracted the masses, and 

though it was not targeted specifically towards Muslims, the poor in Bengal were mostly 

Muslims. Therefore by allying with Huq, Jinnah could hope to establish contact with the 

masses for the Bengal League, and through it the Muslim League. If the 1937 elections 
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had shown something, it was that “Muslim politics remained obstinately provincial,” and 

Huq was ruling the Muslim provincial scene.46 As Jinnah saw it, Huq was the Muslim 

League’s ride to turning “decrepit Muslim League into a mass movement.” There was no 

leader of his stature in the Bengal League. The Muslim League could also not allow a 

coalition between the Congress and Huq. While it is difficult to judge if Huq needed the 

Bengal League more or the other way round, a shared concern was the issue of Muslim 

unity. None of these parties wanted to be seen by co-religionists as having given up on a 

Muslim coalition without trying enough.  

By mid-February the negotiations between the Bengal League and the KPP were 

on a “fair way to success.”
47

 There were particular difficulties in trying to strike a balance 

between electoral promises and the practical needs of a coalition. For instance 

Nazimuddin’s men could not support Huq’s electoral pledge of one thousand rupees 

salary because they would not accept salaries lower than those of ICS secretaries. The 

question of primary education being offered with or without a cess also became a bone of 

contention with KPP feeling that to “insist on education cess would in effect be to 

torpedo the introduction of primary education for the masses.”
48

 Once the Muslim 

League came on board, independent Muslims followed and so did the European Group. 

The European Group was not too fond of Huq but they agreed to give support until the 

ministry did something to attack the interests of Europeans. The Hindu support came 

from the newly formed Nationalist Party, which included 14 independent caste Hindus 

and 22 scheduled castes. Of the Hindus Nalini Ranjan Sarkar and B P Singh Roy were 

significant additions.49 Even to contemporary observers it was clear that the ministry was 
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47  Amrita Bazar Patrika, 18 February 1937. 
48  Ibid. 
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being formed on the basis of very fragile reasoning and its alliances were, at best, 

slippery.
50

 Anderson also wrote of the “manouvres and counter manouvres that took 

place in February.” The solidarity that the coalition ministry with its mixed bag of Hindus 

and Muslims achieved was superficial and in the years that followed Huq often found 

himself in political deep waters trying to make the government work. 

The next big task for Huq was forming his cabinet ministry and assigning 

portfolios. It was a critical task because it determined who had real power within the 

ministry and the direction the ministry would take in passing legislations. By 25 March 

the ministry was formed with a 6 to 5 Muslim to Hindu ratio. The Hindus were given 

good representation in Huq’s ministry. Nalini Sarkar was allotted the finance portfolio, 

which went a long way in placating the Hindus, perhaps not so much the Bengal 

Congress in the opposition. B P Singh Roy got revenue, Maharaja Sris Chandra Nandy 

got Communications and Works, Mukunda Behari Mullick got co-operative societies and 

debt Conciliation, and P Deb Raikat was given Excise and Forest. Of the remaining six 

positions, three were supposed to go to the Muslim League and three to the KPP. This is 

not what happened. Last minute changes brought in another Leaguer, Mosharraf Hossain 

at the cost of a KPP man, Shamsuddin Ahmad. With this change, the only two men left in 

the ministry from KPP were Huq in charge of the education portfolio and Nausher Ali, in 

charge of local self government. Mosharraf Hossain was given judiciary, Suhrawady had 

commerce and labor, Nazimuddin had home and Habibullah Bahadur of Dacca had 

agriculture. It is unclear why this last minute change took place. Abul Mansur Ahmad, an 

insider to these coalition talks, explains how Shamsuddin Ahmad was dropped because 

Anderson did not approve of him, but not why Huq would agree to filling the spot with a 
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Muslim League member instead of a KPP member.51 It instantly reduced Huq’s 

importance in his own ministry as his party had only two portfolios among eleven, not to 

mention they were not the most important ones. It seemed probable that the ministry 

would find it near impossible to pass pro-proja legislation.52 It remained to be seen how 

Huq would handle the backlash.  

As transfer of power to the new ministry was completed on 1 April, Huq’s 

ministry was aware that it was a “landmark” event.
53

 There was something remarkable 

about being part of history, and in the months that followed, despite different ideologies, 

the ministry stuck together. This was to become a source of relief for Huq because within 

a week of entering office he faced the formidable problem of the jute mill workers’ strike, 

one in which over eighty thousand workers participated from in and around Calcutta. 

Police had to be brought in when the strikers protested about their pay in front of Huq’s 

residence. Dr Nalinakshya Sanyal of Congress raised the issue on the very first day of the 

Assembly, 7 April, and drew attention to the curtailment of civil liberties in the matter.
54

 

With such an “auspicious” beginning to the session Huq had no option but to prepare for 

a fight. Over the course of the next few weeks Congress raised several objections, from 

critiquing Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy’s capability as labor minister, to declaring the 

speaker, Azizul Haque’s election invalid.55 Anderson got “very angry with the Congress 

over its irresponsible behavior.”
56

 Even Pinnell sympathized with Huq and wrote that he 
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Ahmad describes a secret night meeting between him, Huq and Nalini Ranjan Sarkar at the latter’s 
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could not be criticized “so early in the day.”
57

 As the situation deteriorated, Pinnell 

opined that the strike was being used by “agitators and professional politicians who 

aim[ed] at something much bigger than the redress of petty complaints…”
58

 Suhrawardy 

made the same allegation.The strike committee however responded to these suspicions, 

emphasizing that their strike was economically motivated, not politically.
59

In a speech to 

workers in Belur, Suhrawardy tried to convince them that the “new government” was 

their “best friend” and all “genuine grievances” would be addressed through 

constitutional means.
60

 In continuation of the relentless effort on the part of the ministry, 

Huq met labor leaders on 6 May and revived hopes that the dispute between capital and 

labor could be solved.
61

 His ministry’s efforts were successful when the workers went 

back to work on 10 May.  

But with strikers back at work a new problem presented itself, one that gave deep 

insight to observers about Huq’s brand of politics. Two weeks after the strikers resumed 

work, A M A Zaman, MLA, and a signatory to the agreement between the strikers and 

the Huq ministry voiced his concerns about implementation of the clauses, one of which 

was that criminal cases against strikers would be withdrawn.
62

 Anderson observed that 

this caused some “embarrassment to CM” but he should have known that “the executive 

branch of government cannot interfere with the judicial discretion of the courts.”
63

 In 

response, Huq threatened resignation if a more liberal policy was not extended towards 

the arrested strikers.
64

 Though strikes continued to plague the ministry, for the time being 

peace prevailed when Suhrawardy made a case for recognition of legitimate trade 
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unionism before the committee of the Indian Jute Mills Association.
65

 By end of May an 

understanding was arrived at by both parties. This incident proved that Huq had a rocky 

road ahead of him not always because he was under attack from the opposition. 

Sometimes, he was his own worst enemy. First, Huq’s shortcomings in terms of 

constitutional know-how became public knowledge, a shame given his position. Second, 

his hollow threats of resignation, a tactic he repeated time and again, tired the British out. 

Third, when Huq rescinded his resignation on the ground that the ministry was “working 

in harmony” he proved himself to be inconsistent and immature because the grounds on 

which he threatened resignation had been completely different. Fourth, the fact that 

ultimately it was Suhrawardy who brought matters to an end was a serious reflection on 

Huq’s capabilities, something that bothered Huq more than anyone else.  

Riding on the wave of his success with peasants, as chief minister, Huq had no set 

strategy for dealing with laborers, but neither did he have, for detenus. The release of 

political prisoners was the next problem that the Huq ministry had to face. Though the 

ministry stood strong in dealing with the issue, as it had in the case of the strikes, the 

debate on the release of prisoners uncovered some of its hidden tensions. E B H Baker 

wrote that despite the fact that the Huq ministry occupied itself with all kinds of business, 

“…what really exercised public opinion was the repatriation of the Andaman convicts, 

and the release of detenus…”
66

 Compared to the strikes, this was a more protracted 

problem and it hit the Huq ministry under the belt. Whereas debates and negotiations on 

strikes were confined within the assembly or to industrial sites, with the legislature not in 

session, the opposition’s acerbic attacks on Huq were made before the public. In an 

article in Amrita Bazar Patrika’s 30 June edition, titled “Fazlul Huq’s Volte Face,” 
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Mohan Lal Saxena, secretary of All-India Political Prisoners’ Relief Committee accused 

Huq of going back on his electoral pledges.
67

 With the strikers having gone back to work, 

the Congress agitation had come to nothing. In Saxena’s accusation Congress found a 

cause that it ardently believed in. More importantly, it was the issue that had prevented 

the Congress-Huq coalition from materializing. Saxena was right in his accusation. 

Before the election, out of eagerness to do well, Huq had collaborated with the Congress 

and had espoused the cause of the release of detenus. The first formal protest against Huq 

was articulated by Sarat Bose at a meeting in Albert Hall, Calcutta.
68

 Now that Huq had 

entered office there was intense pressure to release prisoners unconditionally. As the 

attacks continued, Sarat Bose invited Huq, Nazimuddin, the home minister and Nalini 

Sarkar, the finance minister to address the public on all-Bengal Detenus’ Day to be 

observed on 24 July.
69

 As if the opposition was not causing enough damage already, on 

the issue of the release of prisoners, KPP also hardened its stand. The party had already 

been sore with Huq over Shamsuddin Ahmad’s last minute exclusion from the ministry.70 

Anderson reported that a KPP meeting recommended the release of all detenus. The party 

decided to forward this resolution to the Assembly. Embarrassed that Huq was not aware 

of his own party’s decisions Huq clarified that the decision was taken after he left. This 

meant Huq himself was admitting to his declining influence in the party he had founded. 

Anderson found it amusing to wonder if KPP, as supporter of the coalition, would “throw 

Fazlul Huq's present government on this issue.” What was amusing for Anderson was a 

difficult turn of events for Huq.
71
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The situation improved only slightly with the start of next Assembly session on 

29 July. The issue of the detenues was dealt with more systematically by Nazimuddin. In 

pursuance of the “cautious policy” that the Huq ministry had decided to adopt, 

Nazimuddin announced that the detenus would be brought back to the province in due 

time.
72

 He was also responsible for the Assembly passing the demand for a jail grant.
73

 

Pinnell testified that the agitation for releases became “intense” but Nazimuddin stood 

strong, “exercising a responsible judgment” in each case.
74

 Huq wanted an end to the 

criticisms, but he could not let Nazimuddin steal the show, the way Suhrawardy had in 

handling the strikes. When Huq was at Dacca University for the convocation, in July, he 

had almost felt that he was in “enemy stronghold.” Huq in fact complained to Anderson 

that Nazimuddin had slighted him.
75

 Even though Nazimuddin served the ministry well, 

Huq treated him with suspicion. The ministry’s policy on detenues was also making Huq 

lose his popularity with the Hindu community. With an effort to re-assert his supremacy 

over Nazimuddin and also placate the Hindu community, Huq involved himself more 

directly with the release of prisoners in August. It was good timing because in August 

prisoners in the Andamans went on strike and the news got every Congressman involved 

from Sarat Bose to Gandhi.76 The prisoners received support from Gandhi and this put 

the Huq ministry in a precarious situation. Discussions started on release of prisoners and 

the situation quickly improved. Anderson reported, “Andaman strike was dealt with 

firmly and it enhanced the prestige of the ministry.” It was abandoned at last. Huq’s 

statement in the Legislative Assembly to the effect that a conference would have to be 
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called in to consider the repatriation of the terrorist convicts at Port Blair resulted in an 

almost “complete fading out of agitation over this question.”
77

 

With the detenu question behind him, Huq now prepared for the introduction of 

the single most important bill of his career: the Bengal Tenancy (Amendment) Bill. The 

provisions of the bill were significant but just the tabling of the bill had great symbolic 

value. It meant that Huq was finally delivering on his promises made to the projas.
78

 The 

Bill introduced by B P Singh Roy, the Revenue Minister on 10 September abolished the 

salami (landlords’ transfer fee) and the landlord’s right of pre-emption, suspended the 

provision for enhancement of rent and conferred occupancy rights on under-ryots.
79

 The 

Bill received mixed reactions. Whereas coalition party members, like Maulvi Abdul Bari 

and Abdul Latif Biswas called it a historic announcement, Kumar Sibshekhareswar Roy 

of Congress thought the bill was a “striking stunning blow to the inherent right of the 

landlords to the ownership of land.”
80

 Sarat Bose of the Congress Assembly Party, was 

another vehement critic of the bill. Even on the last day of discussion on the bill he called 

it “hypocritical,” and expressed his decision to “oppose the third reading of the Bill.”
81

 

The European Group, the zamindars and the Congress hardly gave an unqualified support 

to any clause. Curtis Millar of the European Group thought that the Bill was “an attempt 

to satisfy election pledges without regard to the practical consequences…”
82

 He also 

thought the Bill was “ill considered” and likely “to do more harm than good to tenants.”
83

 

Similar thoughts were expressed by others as well, and to that Huq’s retort was quite 
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bold.
84

 He pointed out that if the Bill was bad for tenants, then that implied that it was 

good for zamindars, and if the latter was true why were the zamindars opposing it?
85

 Huq 

was in his element when he defended the bill.  

While conceding that the bill was not a “counsel of perfection,” and it was “rather 

hastily drafted,” Huq still appealed to critics to “leave politics aside” and support the bill 

as mark of “duty” towards those who were “unable to take care of themselves.”
86

 This 

was an evidence of Huq speaking pro-Proja language, the kind of rhetoric that had made 

him popular. Despite contradictions and loopholes the Bill was passed in the Assembly 

on 30 September, with 110 votes in favor and a paltry 27 in opposition. The ministry 

made a big deal about the fact that a first step had been taken towards amelioration of the 

indebtedness against which the ryots had been struggling. The success of the bill was 

surely made possible by the fact that Congress abstained from voting. But there was a 

deeper reason behind this quick passage of the Bill. Huq’s “new Government,” his new 

strength, stood rock solid behind him to ensure that the Bill was a success. Anderson 

observed that “on the whole, the ministry has emerged from the session stronger than 

they entered it.”
87

 Suhrawardy in dealing with the strikers, Nazimuddin in discussing the 

detenu question and Sarkar in presenting the budget, spoke in one voice of the great 

change the “new Government” would bring. Roy was no exception. L G Pinnell rightly 

noted that in introducing the Tenancy Amendment Bill, Roy, born into a zamindari 

family, was “fighting a rearguard action against legislation intended to increase the rights 

of the peasants, mostly Muslims, against those of the landlords, predominantly Hindus. 

He was frequently forced to give way but did so with dignity and honour.”
88

 It is not 
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surprising that while introducing the Bill, Roy brought attention of the House to the 

“great sacrifice” that this Bill would require of the zamindars. He also took the 

opportunity to blame the divide between landlords and peasants to “communistic 

ideas.”
89

 However what worked for Huq, and this was true for all other cabinet ministers, 

was that Roy rose above his personal opinions and stood with the ministry as a sign of 

solidarity. 

Not everything went so well in the second Assembly session. Huq’s own party 

started giving him problems. The unwavering loyalty of the Proja voters during election 

did not translate into a vital support system for Huq in the Assembly. As a party the KPP 

did not do half as well in the elections as Huq did and that was the root of all problems. 

Whereas the KPP may have naturally hoped that with their party head in the most 

important seat, all electoral promises would be delivered, Huq, in charge of a coalition 

ministry, could not always oblige. The radicals in the KPP were dissatisfied with the 

composition of the ministry.
90

 Huq’s party colleagues, mostly non-Proja men, had “so 

much invested in the existing system,” that it was foregone conclusion that Huq would 

not be able to meet his pre-electoral rhetoric based on a pro-peasant ideology.
91

 KPP 

members worked as a pressure group, restraining the Huq government from “drifting too 

far to the right.” 92 In August, Shamsuddin Ahmad and 20 other MLAs pressed charges of 

breach of election pledges on Huq.93 A greater setback was their announcement that they 

would be voting independently.
94

 Huq had reason to be alarmed. If his own party 
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members turned against him then naturally Huq would find it difficult to demand the 

allegiance of non-KPP members in his ministry, who were in any case, in a majority. The 

constant pressure exerted by the KPP to implement pro-peasant policies also took its toll 

on Huq. The haste with which the Bengal Tenancy (Amendment) Bill was prepared and 

introduced was a result of what Huq must have seen as the KPP’s constant bickering. 

Though the Bill passed in the Assembly, it did not escape Anderson that Huq would now 

“be compelled to accept dictation from the proja wing as the price of remaining in 

office.”
95

 Anderson was clearly overestimating the KPP’s power and overlooking Huq’s 

practical nature. In fact, accepting “dictation” from KPP, while ignoring other parties 

represented in his coalition ministry, would mean political suicide for Huq. Losing grip 

on KPP would mean falling victim to greater Congress attacks. Anderson noted that if 

Congress was interested in strengthening the opposition then they would have to 

“encourage a more responsible and constructive form of opposition than merely seeking 

to inflame feelings and create ‘incidents.’”
96

 Congress may not have dignified itself much 

in opposition, but it inflicted adequate harm on Huq’s ministry and would do so again, 

the next time the Assembly was in session. For the moment, the nefarious impact that 

Congress attacks could have on him was offset by Huq’s much-needed immediate victory 

and restoration of the proja’s (ryots) faith in him. But in the long term these small 

successes would not matter. Therefore what Huq needed was a vanguard against 

Congress’ venomous attacks and also a way to distance himself from the KPP pressure 

group. Huq found in an alliance with the Muslim League an antidote to both his 

problems. This was a significant contingent move for Huq, made necessary by his desire 

to strengthen his office.  
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It all started with Huq joining the Muslim League formally at its Lucknow session 

held in October 1937.
97

 The coming together of Huq and Jinnah was however as 

momentous as it was complicated. The Muslim League was well on its way to becoming 

a mass-based party, much like Congress was, already. Jinnah said in one of his speeches 

in the session that unless the Muslim League was seen as an equal by the Congress, no 

settlement with them was possible. The Muslim League as a representative party of the 

minority could not offer peace because it would always mean “confession of weakness,” 

and “politics meant power and not relying only on cries of justice or fair play or 

goodwill.”98 This strong stand also meant a more communally hardened position that Huq 

would have to adapt in Bengal, which, unlike India, had a Muslim majority but a very 

political and significant Hindu minority. Huq ignored these tensions for the moment. He 

embraced Muslim League’s stand quickly. In his speech in the session, Huq referred to 

the possibilities of “retaliation” against Hindus in Bengal for alleged injustices to 

Muslims in the United Provinces.
99

 Huq’s move towards adopting the Muslim League’s 

ideology as part of his own politics was complete by the time the year ended. It was 

another one of his contingent moves. With the legislature not in session, Huq set out for a 

tour of East Bengal in December 1937, which no longer seemed like an “enemy 

stronghold.” He was greeted everywhere with shouts of Allah-ho-Akbar. Huq spoke of 

the “mischievous propaganda” being carried out against him personally and his ministry 

by the Hindu press. He said he was still sure that the Hindu press would not succeed in 

dislodging him from the heart of Muslim Bengal.  

About his coalition with the League party he clarified that it would be prudent in 

the “interest of the Muslim community as a whole.”
100

 Back in Calcutta at the All-India 
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Muslim Students Federation held at Mohammad Ali Park, Huq said that he had noticed 

while on his tour in East Bengal that Congress and its sympathizers were involved in a 

conspiracy not only against him but against Islam in general.
101

 In this meeting, which 

was attended by Jinnah and other Muslim League stalwarts, Huq made it clear that he 

was behind the Muslim League ideology. Huq, whose slogan had until then been daal-

bhat (rice and pulses), a simple promise that his constituency, mostly illiterate peasants, 

understood well enough, now changed to include solidarity of Muslims.
102

 Interestingly, 

Huq’s move mirrored a change of sorts in Jinnah’s ideology as well. A year before in 

Bombay, Jinnah called Muslim Leaguers “patriotic nationalists” and expressed his 

resolve to “hammer out plans” by which the two communities could work together.
103

  

Soon after, in Dacca in an All India Muslim League meeting, Jinnah discussed the urgent 

need to stamp out “communal phobia.” While admitting that there were differences with 

the Congress he raised the hope of something stronger than the Lucknow Pact of 1916.
104

 

By the end of 1936 Jinnah had given up on his optimism. In the same meeting where Huq 

accused the Congress of anti-Muslim conspiracy, Jinnah said he had “rung the alarm 

bell.” Jinnah clarified that “it was difficult indeed for the two communities to work in 

cooperation, in harmony…” and that Muslims would not be the “subject race of a Hindu 

Raj.”
105

 The unmistakable communal overtone in Huq and Jinnah’s respective speeches 

were to serve the two leaders in different ways, however, and that complicated the history 

of this alliance. 
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Huq’s entry into the Muslim League camp marked a “turning point” for Bengal in 

the years before partition but determining the nature of this turn is important.106 After a 

dismal performance in the 1937 elections, the show of strength that Muslim League was 

able to garner was considerable. Not just Huq, Sikandar Hayat Khan of Punjab also 

pledged his support to Jinnah. In the months following the session “One hundred 

thousand” new members joined the Muslim League.107 Huq’s joining the Bengal League 

forces may well have been one in a series of many “ignonimous compromises,” but this 

turn was certainly not a complete surrender to the forces of communalism.
108

 In a period 

that is believed to have reflected “the mutation in the formation of Hindus and Muslims 

as communities opposed to each other in the political arena,” reading Huq’s decision as 

part of this gravitation of all the Muslims towards Muslim League seems natural.
109

 His 

anti-Hindu rhetoric completes the picture. But certain caveats to such a simplistic 

understanding of an “unpredictable” politician are necessary. With three decades of 

experience in politics under his belt when he assumed office in 1937, and having seen the 

1926 communal riots, Huq knew better than to fall prey to communal politics. His 

support for the projas, mostly Muslims, was based on striving for economic justice. He 

had always protected rights of Muslims but had also maintained amicable relationship 

with the Hindus. He was attracted to the benefits of association with Muslim League but 

only because it strengthened his position in the Assembly. Huq’s speech where he warned 

the Hindus of “retaliation” surely had communal overtones to it but writing about Huq’s 

speech in the Lucknow session, Anderson did not seem the least alarmed. He wrote: 

“Actually from an administrative point of view I attach little importance to it and in fact 
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he is not the kind of person to attempt to carry such threats into practice.”
110

 Even his five 

Hindu ministers did not protest against Huq’s outrageous anti-Hindu comments, let alone 

wreck his ministry.  

In secondary works too Huq’s position seems very clear. Sen argues that within 

six months of taking office Huq knew that it was necessary to join the Muslim League 

and to satisfy it, he had to “arouse” communal, i.e. anti-Hindu passions.
111

 The situation 

created by the Congress was such that Huq “could bank only on the anti-Hindu feeling of 

a section of Muslims to sustain him and his ministry.”
112

 While partly correct, the 

aggressive anti-Hindu rhetoric could not have been a requirement for Huq being accepted 

into the Muslim League. With efforts being made to strengthen the Bengal League, Huq’s 

entry into the party was a big gain for Jinnah.
113

 Huq’s inflammatory speech was aimed at 

not just securing Muslim League membership but placing himself safely within it, in a 

position of importance. Huq did not abandon his suspicion and dislike, as far as 

Suhrawardy and Nazimuddin were concerned, when he joined the Bengal League. A 

lesser evil than the Congress, as he saw them, Huq prepared to overshadow them in the 

the Bengal League by sheer strength of popularity, and it is in this context that Huq’s 

blatant anti-Hindu speech should be understood. When Huq joined the Muslim League 

the Bengal chapter had not even been revived. In fact it was only 26 October that Jinnah 

appointed a 20-member Organizing Committee to set up a Provincial Branch in Bengal. 

However Bengal had many Muslim League men. The League Parliamentary Board of 

Bengal was for all practical purposes a Muslim League organ, and in fighting the 

election, administering through the coalition ministry, and setting up a network of 
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provincial branches, these League men had shown their mettle.
114

 Huq may have felt 

threatened by Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy but there was no denying their administrative 

acumen, their brilliant conduct in the Assembly, their sharp retorts to opposition remarks. 

It may have been hard luck for Huq that the Bengal League was the only party capable of 

standing up to the Congress in the Assembly, and the only party that showed promise of 

capturing the imagination of the Muslim people just as KPP had shown, in the past.   

 

TWO BOSSES TO PLEASE: HUQ’S BALANCING ACT ON THE EVE OF WAR  

The new Governor of Bengal, Michael Knatchbull Brabourne noted that the 

ministry was in a “pretty strong position for the coming session,” on 20 January, 1938, 

and continued to feel the same for two more weeks.
115

 But in his 22 February report he 

wrote: “…I had some inclination to repent of my estimate as it was fairly clear that the 

courage worked up before the Party arrived was beginning to ebb rapidly…” The 

opposition remained as vociferous as before and relentlessly transformed any 

dissatisfaction against the Ministry into a lethal weapon of constitutional and mass 

agitation. Be it the hunger strike by political prisoners in Dacca jail in January 1938, or 

the month long strike in Dum Dum jail in July 1939, the workers’ strike in Raniganj, 

Kulti and Hirapur in August, 1938, or the students’ strike in Kolkata the next month, the 

opposition, Congress especially, used them to strike heavy blows against Huq’s ministry. 

The ministry’s inability to deal with the rising concerns about famine and the spread of 

diseases added fuel to the fire. Though the Famine Insurance Bill was passed in the 

Bengal Council even before the Assembly had its first session, indicating the seriousness 

of the concern, in the two years that followed sporadic outbreaks of famine and 
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epidemics claimed lives and mocked at the ministry’s relief efforts.
116

 August 1938 was a 

particularly difficult month, with north Bengal districts affected by malaria, cholera and 

famine, food scarcity in Rangpur, agrarian distress in Faridpur, floods in Mymensingh, 

Dacca, Jessore, Murshidabad and Noakhali, and villages in Rajshahi district under 

water.
117

 In 1939 distress from famine and diseases spread to newer regions like Purnea, 

Nabadwip, Madaripur and Narail.
118

 The spread of tuberculosis towards the end of year 

only helped to escalate anger against the Ministry.
119

 Aggressive debates, name calling, 

and even no-confidence motions marked the two years after Huq became a Muslim 

Leaguer suggesting that it was perhaps not Huq’s best decision.
120

 However, keeping in 

mind that Huq had no other option but the Muslim League, and the ministry despite these 

attacks stayed put in its position of power , Brabourne’s repentance was perhaps 

premature.
121

 Huq’s goal behind his move, of bringing stability to his ministry, was 

realized narrowly but he could not get complacent. To further strengthen his goal, Huq 

continued to pursue other strategies, like consolidating his proja support base, curbing the 

growth of the KPP, expanding his popularity by appealing to non-proja Muslims and 

securing his position within the Muslim League. 

“…The Praja Movement was not so much an organized party movement as a 

constellation, at a certain conjuncture in history, of largely local and spontaneous peasant 
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agitations over a wide region; party leaders at provincial and district levels merely 

attempted to voice these demands.”
122

 

If anyone in Bengal understood the nature of the proja movement well it was Huq 

and only because he knew his support base well enough, he found it easy to befriend the 

Muslim League at the cost of the KPP. Huq was the leader of the projas and with his 

help, the KPP became the party of the projas. The projas never became beholden to the 

KPP, nor Huq. As Huq rightly saw it, the KPP and the projas were not inseparable and 

his support base among the projas could remain protected if he continued to voice their 

demands even as a non-KPP leader. KPP, as a party was not organizationally very strong. 

It had more presence in eastern Bengal. It contested from Muslim constituencies only but 

did only reasonably well. Their one big star was Huq and despite his defection he 

avowedly remained a proja man. To continue to speak for the projas, Huq needed to stay 

in power, and an alliance with the Muslim League was to insure that. A major pro-proja 

initiative that Huq’s government took in this period was with regard to the Tenancy 

(Amendment) Bill. The Bill had been passed by the Assembly in September 1937, but in 

1938 renewed efforts were made to get it passed through the Council. More than the real 

benefit that the bill would bestow on the peasants, the theatrics around the Bill served to 

strengthen Huq’s pro-proja stand. When Brabourne held up the bill for consideration by 

the Viceroy, the prospect of the bill becoming an Act dimmed.
123

  

As a result, first, Huq threatened to resign with his cabinet, secondly, he 

engineered Nausher Ali’s exit from the cabinet.
124

 In fact Huq forced Nausher Ali of the 

KPP to resign. Ali had initially opposed the bill but then had agreed to support the 

coalition. But at this compromise when Huq asked for some written responses, Ali 
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stormed out from Huq’s residence. When Huq asked Ali to resign, he of course refused. 

Huq and his cabinet resigned at this show of insubordination and regrouped without 

Nausher Ali.
125

 The bill passed in July and of course Huq did not resign. Through both 

these incidents Huq probably aimed at demonstrating how he could go to any extent to 

protect tenants’ rights. It helped that the Bengal League stalwarts in his cabinet also 

realized that the fate of the bill was linked to the image of the coalition ministry, which 

was inclining towards being a Muslim League ministry.
126

 In the February-March Session 

of the Assembly in 1939 Roy moved the Tenancy (Second Amendment) Bill and then a 

third amendment as well. One major grievance against the bill was that the bill had 

accorded status to agricultural tenants but not non-agricultural tenants.
127

  This concern 

was not addressed in the course of the year and in December the bill earned an easy 

passage. By end of 1939 the bill had become significant as much for its symbolism as for 

its essence and Huq capitalized on that. 

Maintaining a strong stand in favor of the peasants was not easy. Whereas the 

British and even his Muslim League colleagues did not want Huq to overdo in his 

attempts to placate the peasants, the Congress and the KPP criticized him for not doing 

enough. That Huq was not delivering on his “electoral promise” was a staple criticism. 

Huq also feared that by speaking for and acting on behalf of the peasants, the opposition, 

now KPP and the Congress, would erode his popularity. Brabourne was no stranger to 

Huq’s “occasional anxieties to placate the left wing rebels,” by which he meant the KPP 

faction with their pro-peasant agenda.
128

 That Nazimuddin’s brother, Shahabuddin, “a 

stable element,” became the Chief Whip of Muslim League was some consolation to 
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Brabourne.
129

 Reid, who stepped into Brabourne’s shoes a second time, after Brabourne 

died on 23 February 1939, continued to nurture similar fears. In his reports, Reid 

cautioned Linlithgow about the “intensification of left-wing agrarian agitation.”
130

 With 

peasant issues being clearly relegated to the background as left-wing demands, peasants 

themselves came to the forefront.
131

 Kisan sanghs and samitis all over Bengal voiced the 

projas’ concerns. New leaders emerged. Swami Sahajananda Saraswati of all-India Kisan 

Sabha in an interview said, “We will no more be satisfied with passing resolutions…we 

have realized that we have to create sanctions behind our demands.”
 132

 Malati 

Choudhury, Secretary of Utkal Kisan Sangh pointed out how a Hindu zamindar was as 

much of a tyrant as a Muslim zamindar and that kisans had no religion. She said, 

“officials have now discarded their old policy and are siding with the zamindars.”
133

 This 

kind of rhetoric which attacked Huq’s political agenda at different levels, naturally 

attracted the Congress. Muslim Congressmen advocated the cause of peasants, they took 

intensive propaganda tours, and also observed all-Bengal peasant day.
134

 The KPP, weak 

after Huq’s defection, still continued to espouse the cause of the projas. Rajibuddin 

Tarafdar, KPP, MLA issued a statement where he outlined the Huq Ministry’s pro-

League and anti-Proja policies
135

 Both Congress and the KPP were doing for the peasants 
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what Huq himself had done two years back, without the restrictions he now had. They 

were stealing the show right from under Huq’s nose. 

Huq’s consolation continued to be the nature of the peasantry in Bengal. For one, 

they were not a “distinct rural class with a shared awareness of injustice suffered, or even 

of interests held in common,” and that caste, race, sectarian, local, linguistic concerns 

kept them divided.
 136

 The nature of the peasantry made it difficult to mobilize them and 

translate their support into steady and predictable electoral success.
137

 If Huq had a boss 

it was the peasantry, but Huq figured that all he had to do was keep up the semblance of 

being a proja leader. An image of Huq as a leader who commanded unparallel following 

was critical to his position in the Bengal League. Political arithmetic dictated that the task 

of maintaining popularity would become easier with the the KPP’s decline, starting with 

the coalition party. The KPP was an important part of the coalition party, if only because 

ideologically it was solely devoted to bringing improvement to the unlettered masses in 

Bengal. While the KPP continued to have a presence in Huq’s cabinet even after Huq 

joined the Muslim League, two incidents crippled it for good. First was the autocratic 

manner of Nausher Ali’s exclusion from Huq’s cabinet. Nausher Ali, a KPP man, 

represented a “disruptive element” in the ministry and continued to maintain a 

relationship with the Bose brothers.
138

 Many KPP men, including Huq, had amicable 

relationship with the Boses during 1936-37. The reason why Nausher Ali incurred Huq’s 

displeasure however was because of the constant pressure he exerted on Huq throughout 

1937 to pass pro-proja legislation and the subtle way in which he challenged Huq’s 

authority. Then when Huq asked him to write about his acceptance of the Tenancy Bill, 

he refused. There weren’t too many KPP men in Huq’s cabinet to begin with, which 
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made Ali’s exclusion a loss and a big blow to the KPP’s image. Within a year of the 

victorious election, the KPP had become part of the Opposition.  

Second, was Shamsuddin Ahmed’s resignation from the ministry. On account of 

the no-confidence motions staged against the Ministry in August 1938, it had become 

necessary to initiate “protracted negotiations,” with members of the opposition (KPP).
139

  

Abul Mansur Ahamd mentions this in his memoirs. He sees the no-confidence motion as 

having nudged the ministry to do actual work for the peasants. The result of one such 

move was the inclusion of Shamsuddin Ahmed in the cabinet in November 1938. In 

1937, it may be recalled, he was not included in the ministry. Ahmed agreed to join the 

cabinet on three conditions which concerned reduction of ministers’ salaries, abolition of 

nomination to all local bodies, and an amendment to the Primary Education Act, to make 

education free. These conditions had to be met by 7 February, 1939.140 In December  

1938 dissent with Huq surfaced.
141

 By December the ministry with a “restored feeling of 

confidence,” was in no mood to give in to the demands of the ‘left-wing “recruits.”’
142

 

Huq in fact admitted to Abul Mansur Ahmad that it would be better for him to have the 

KPP in the opposition because his relationship with the Bengal League was not good and 

he could need a “jumping ground” any moment. The whole affair was shrouded in 

mystery but Ahmed’s resignation in February 1939 showed that though not directly 

orchestrated by Huq, the KPP’s decline was now only a matter of time, because it did not 

have what it took to deliver electoral promises.143 

While consolidating his hold over the peasantry, mostly Muslims, became 

progressively easier with a weakened KPP, Huq had to expand his support base beyond 

the peasants. The anti-Hindu rhetoric that he employed in October 1937 continued to 
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have its benefits for Huq. Since retaining the leader’s position in his cabinet was a simple 

matter of maintaining popularity, Huq continued to arouse anti-Hindu sentiments as a 

predictable method to ensure that the Muslim masses were behind him.
144

 Brabourne’s 

first report for 1938 started with this: “The main features of interest this fortnight have 

been the communal question…”
145

 It was not an  inaccurate estimate because in the first 

session of the all-India Moslem Students’ Federation which met in Mohammad Ali Park, 

Huq accused the Congress and Hindus of trying to agitate against Huq’s ministry because 

it was a Muslim ministry.
146

 In the same speech Huq called upon the Muslims to prepare 

for direct action against Hindus and he threatened the use of a “big rod” against those that 

he disapproved of.
147

 Nehru remarked on the speech: “All this frank incitement to 

communalism and hatred and conflict is strange language which one has not associated 

so far with political leaders and those in positions of responsibility…”
148

 During 1938-39 

Huq freely used threats and incendiary language to intimidate Hindus and gather the 

Muslim masses around him. Huq commenced the 45
th

 session of the All-India Muslim 

Education Conference by blaming the Congress in other provinces for being communal in 

their words and adding that the “ultimate aim of education of every Muslim was 

advancement of the cause of Islam.”
149

 In October 1938, Huq went public in pointing out 

how he had always resented the idea of music being played before mosques. He promised 

that he would have these matters “reconsidered and revised.”
150

 When Huq expressed in 
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the same breath his concern to prevent communal violence, J D Tyson, who replaced 

Pinnell as Reid’s Chief Secretary (temporarily) wrote in his report: “I wish he would 

realize that the sort of thing he suggested last Saturday is probably well calculated to 

bring about a conflict.”
151

 By April, 1939, Huq was ready to take on the Hindu 

Mahasabha, hitherto a pro-Hindu but non-political body. In the Bengal League opening 

session, in delivering his presidential address, Huq vilified the Hindu Mahasabha by 

saying that its objective was  to “exterminate the Muslims or to expel them from 

Hindusthan.”
152

 This open attack on the Hindu Mahasabha was carefully couched in a 

language of fairness. Huq always started with the allegation that Muslims had been 

oppressed far too long. 

Just talking about Hindu oppression and making fiery speeches about the 

necessity to fight it was not enough, not for the Muslim masses Huq wooed, not for the 

Bengal League he represented. To retain popularity and to ensure a solid place for 

himself in the League, Huq had to translate his words into action. If Muslims indeed had 

been oppressed then who could be a better candidate than the first Muslim Chief Minister 

of Bengal to empower them politically? By taking legislative and administrative 

initiatives to grant to Muslims what had been denied to them for too long, Huq 

anticipated more popularity among the Muslim masses, urban and rural, and also a more 

significant position within Muslim League. This explains the ire of the “medical man,” an 

anonymous columnist for Amrita Bazar Patrika, when he recounted the continuation of 

“ruthless substitution of Hindu officers by Muslim officers…in a truly Hitlerian fashion, 

in the medical department by the Moslem minister-in-charge.”
153

 Similar was the case 

with a resolution passed in the Assembly in August 1938 pertaining to the appointments 

for Muslims in the Public Services. Reid considered the allocation of 60% seats for 
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Muslims as unfair to Hindus and expected that Huq would bring it down.
154

 When the 

Budget was announced in February 1939, Amrita Bazar Patrika headline read: “Lion’s 

share in grants for education, educational institutions and scholarships goes to Muslim 

community.”
155

 Sarat Bose proposed a conference of all Hindu and Muslim leaders at 

Huq’s residence to discuss communal percentages in public services, but no consensus 

was arrived at.
156

  The reason was that the “high hopes” and “wider assumptions” that 

Sarat Bose had while proposing this conference had become “untenable” and “illusory” 

through the recent actions of the premier and his party. Next, Calcutta Municipal Bill, 

1939, brought an end to the Hindu supremacy in the Corporation, a traditional stronghold 

for bhadralok power. 

 This legislative onslaught was hard to stop, especially given the communally 

charged environment in Bengal. Huq had Muslim League stalwarts to thank for carrying 

through the various legislations with conviction and confidence. The League loyalists 

also could not ignore that Huq was key to the party’s articulation of political goals, like 

Muslim political empowerment and Muslim solidarity, through a constitutional set up. 

The Bengal League benefitted every time Huq entreated Bengali Muslims to rally under 

the Muslim League banner.
157

 But what really was Huq’s position in the Muslim League? 

To go by the Governors’ reports, Huq was fast losing his value in the Muslim League. 

Outside Bengal, Huq could not relate to or find comfort in Muslim League ideology.
158

 In 

Bengal, the importance accorded to Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy made him nervous, and 

by 1939 “less notice” was taken of Huq than of them and Huq was aware of that.
159

 By 

July, Huq, for all the popularity and mass appeal he acquired for the Bengal League, 
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remained a “real weak spot” in the League.
160

 This probably had to do with the fact that 

Huq continued to remain a proja man, hence an outsider to the League.  

With regard to placating peasants and winning over the non-proja Muslim masses, 

Huq’s plan of bringing stability to his ministry was flawless. To have anticipated that his 

popularity would make him important to the Bengal League was also part of the grand 

plan. But there was one unintended consequence in all of this, and that was the 

consolidation of power by the Muslim League in Bengal and its meteoric rise beyond 

Huq’s grasp. Within months of Huq joining the Muslim League, Brabourne noticed how 

much the seasoned politicians in the cabinet wanted to “avoid embarrassment caused by 

indiscipline.”
161

 To deal with the “uneasy element of doubtful loyalty, within the Muslim 

group,” League loyalists in the cabinet were “inclined to the view that the sooner a firm 

line was taken with them the sooner party discipline would improve.”
162

 The selection of 

Khwaja Shahabuddin as Chief Whip proved pertinent because with him asserting his 

influence, the sense of discipline in the Muslim League and the ministry strengthened. 

Within the confines of the Assembly this strength helped the Ministry pass bills, argue, 

debate and even stand up to no-confidence motions. Outside its confines, in the broader 

arena of popular politics, this strength manifested itself in vocal campaigns about the 

suppression of Muslims in Hindu majority provinces.
163

 With Muslim League becoming 

stronger Huq became, “however unwillingly, more and more their captive and 

spokesman.”164 Huq had voluntarily accepted the role of the spokesperson, but 

circumstances made the Muslim League his second boss, and though Huq performed the 
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balancing act well, keeping the projas and the party satisfied, it was not an arrangement 

that would last long.  

In 1939, Muslim League extended their criticisms to the press, the Congress and 

also the revolutionary elements, mostly Hindus. In all this, the Muslim block behind the 

ministry was very “disciplined.”
165

 The rise of the Muslim League, however, was most 

vividly reflected through an incident in Dacca in June, 1939. John Woodhead, the new 

Governor of Bengal, who replaced Reid the same month, expressed his shock at this 

dangerous trend, in his very first report to Linlithgow. The death of a member of the 

Nawab family led to a vacant seat in the Assembly, to fill which, a by-election was 

arranged. The elected member had “no merit” but still with the help of Muslim League’s 

power was easily able to defeat the other candidate who stood under proja auspices. 

Regarding the newly elected candidate, the Nawab of Dacca said: “we do not want any 

more people with brains. We want people who will do what they are told.”
166

 While 

Governors would eventually get used to Muslim League’s high-handedness, it was only 

when they first arrived that they were able to offer a fresh and deep insight into the 

trajectory of Muslim League’s growth. The new Governor after Woodhead, John Herbert 

commented in December 1939 on the reticence of ministers during cabinet meetings to 

“commit” themselves to a course of action, especially on matters pertaining to “party 

interest.” He also sensed that these ministers often had a tough time trying to persuade the 

party “not to adopt a more extreme course.”
167

 Whereas in 1937, the idea of the ministry 

was bigger than the party and the Muslim League wanted to be part of it, by end of 1938 

there was a noticeable change. As Herbert put it, “it is hard to judge how far Muslim 

ministers are carrying out a general plan of campaign ordered by the Muslim League and 

how far more local and personal considerations are at the back of their moves.”
168

 The 
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League was the big idea and the ministry was the medium through which time and again, 

the party articulated its power. Though Huq played a critical role in this consolidation, 

rallying the Muslim masses under the Muslim League banner, his goal of becoming the 

key figure in the Muslim League was betrayed. He was important to the League, but only 

as their canvas cover, and this was not what Huq intended. This delicate balance of power 

between Huq and the Muslim League depended so much on perceptions of each other’s 

strength that to upset it could be catastrophic. The Second World War started in 1939 and 

it allowed Huq time, opportunity and a chance to rethink his strategy. Wars, as they often 

do, changed the status quo of political parties in India and their relationship with the 

British. The new and hastily prepared war policies had enough cracks in them from 

where Huq could wield his transformed political antics.  

Before the war, Huq’s ministry was affected only little by national politics. The 

machinations at the centre did not affect Bengal much, but the war changed that. A few 

days after Linlithgow declared India to be in a state of war, Congress demanded 

immediate independence.169 What Linlithgow announced instead on 18 October, was 

expansion of his Executive Council and creation of a War Advisory Board, both aimed at 

including Indians. Linlithgow, intentionally, rejected Congress’ claim to represent all of 

India and this is where Muslim League gained in importance. Muslim separatism was 

“encouraged” and Linlithgow hoped to get, in the Muslim League’s ‘constructive policy’ 

on war, a counter-claim which would become the reason for British inability to entertain 

Congress’ demands.170 Even before the Muslim League could declare its policy, 
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Congress decided that its ministries in the provinces would resign. In 1939 the British did 

not seem to mind this Congress reaction as it had been proven that India’s war effort was 

not disrupted by what the British must have seen as Congress intransigence.171 By 

summer of 1940 this attitude would change, but for the time being Huq watched 

cautiously for implications of British approach towards Jinnah and AIML for his own 

politics. Frustrated with Muslim League’s growing strength in Bengal, the British war 

policy looked dangerously close to enhancing the Muslim League’s position. Huq would 

have to wait and see how the war would open doors for him to survive politically.  

TIME FOR COMMUNAL ACCORD: THE UNLIKELY, BUT SUCCESSFUL CANDIDATE  

1940 started as a busy year for the Muslim League. The Congress had taken its 

stand and the British were busy fighting, but the Muslim League had yet to formulate its 

policy on the war, and on this policy depended Jinnah’s hopes of getting the League 

recognized by the British as the representative of all Muslims in India. In March 1940 the 

policy was stated by Fazlul Huq at the Lahore session. It came to be known as the Lahore 

Resolution. It was a historic moment. Even Hashim, who was least infatuated by Huq 

noted that Huq moved towards the dais, “in measured and majestic steps leaning slightly 

to his left and right like the Royal Bengal Tiger of Sunderban.”172 What Muslims 

attending would have seen as Huq’s roar was the demand for Pakistan, comprising 

“independent states” in the northwest and east of British India.173 What Linlithgow 
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wanted from the Muslim League’s policy on the war was a challenge thrown at the 

Congress. The Lahore Resolution was a challenge all right, but an overambitious demand 

as well, one that challenged too many existing British reforms.174 Linlithgow’s policy 

was to refrain from making any war time promises. The turn of events in the war had not 

been very favorable and therefore Linlithgow faced pressure from the Secretary of State, 

Lawrence Zetland to seek friends in India. Reluctantly, Linlithgow made his August offer 

(1940), where he promised Dominion Status within a year of conclusion of the war. 

Linlithgow also repeated his offer of an expanded Executive Council. The promise of 

‘equal partner-member’ in the Commonwealth may have been targeted to attract the 

Congress and the promise that no transfer of power would take place to a “Government in 

India the authority of which was denied by ‘large and powerful elements in India’s 

national life,’” was aimed at satisfying the Muslim League. None of these twin hopes 

were realized. Congress could not backtrack from their independence demand and the 

Muslim League was not even directly acknowledged. The Muslims were the ‘large and 

powerful elements’ in the August offer but not all Muslims in India were Muslim 

Leaguers and Jinnah knew that too well.175 Both Congress and AIML rejected the August 

offer and decided to abstain from joining the War Advisory Board and the Executive 

Council. The Muslim League had more work ahead of it.  

So whereas Huq became the symbol of the Pakistan demand, internally within the 

high ranks of the Muslim League, there must have been no great jubilation with the 

Resolution because it did not achieve what it was intended to achieve. If anything, the 

Resolution made the possibility of future negotiations with the British and even the 
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Congress an uphill task. The August offer, if doggedly pursued by the British, could open 

up a window of opportunity for Huq though. It was not Linlithgow’s intention probably 

to drive a wedge between the centre and the provinces in centralized political parties but 

that is precisely what the British war policy did to the Muslim League. The Muslim 

League, more concerned now with seeing the demands of Lahore Resolution accepted, 

overlooked the implications of rejecting the August offer in 1940. In Bengal, the Lahore 

Resolution could be seen as a logical development of Huq’s politics of inciting 

communal fervor in Bengal from 1937 to 1939. This was howeer not the case. Huq’s 

genuine concern for the oppression of Muslims, and his consequent contribution to 

Muslim community solidarity earned him a position of importance in the Muslim League. 

For Jinnah, Huq was an invaluable provincial leader to have on board in his all-India 

Muslim League, especially at a time when it was striving hard for unanimous legitimacy. 

However to see Huq’s presentation of the Lahore Resolution in March 1940 as 

confirmation of Huq’s willingness to let his provincial politics be subsumed by all-India 

concerns would be a mistake. The conference was not a culmination of Huq’s 

acquiescence to Jinnah’s autocratic powers but rather it marked the beginning of a 

cautious process of breaking away from the Muslim League influence. Huq was not just a 

Muslim politician, he was a Bengali chief minister. In 1937 Huq’s regional identity had 

not been challenged by the Muslim League as it had been in 1940 and a parting of ways 

was inevitable. The break was gradual, not even complete by the end of 1940.  

This digression, that not too many Muslim Leaguers would have attempted, was 

in more ways than one facilitated, and prompted, by two other initiatives: Huq’s efforts at 

reconciliation with the Hindus and his support of the British war aims. Both were 

intricate and complicated political steps. Huq surprised many, and perhaps himself, by 

how he emerged victorious in holding on to his office despite the innumerable challenges 

that 1940 flung in his way. The first of many challenges was Nalini Sarkar, Huq’s finance 

minister’s resignation from the ministry, an act which was fundamentally responsible, 
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quite unintentionally on Sarkar’s part, for nudging Huq in the direction of reconciliation 

with the Hindus. Sarkar was acutely aware that his resignation in December 1939 was not 

in the “common good” because he admitted before Herbert that “perhaps the greatest 

service that one could render at such a time” was to try and bring the “the various 

interests together.”
176

 This admission of course had no meaning for Herbert, in charge of 

a province with a very unstable and divided ministry. The communal situation in Bengal 

became so intense after Sarkar’s resignation that the question of who would replace 

Sarkar, a Hindu or a Muslim, was weighed in terms of a right political choice instead of 

capability.
177

 With Sarkar gone, the ministry did not just lose a Hindu minister, Hindus 

also lost a minister who was in charge of an important portfolio, finance. When 

Suhrawardy stepped in to fill Sarkar’s position, the “communal question” started to 

“overshadow” everything else.
178

 On New Year’s day, Bhai Parmanand’s address to the 

Bengal youth was that the “Communal Award must go.” Similar  protests were 

articulated in a Hindu Mahasabha meeting at Deshbandhu Park, Calcutta the same day.
179

 

The main aim of the conference was to accentuate communal feeling in the province and 

create an impression of the “alleged disabilities of Hindus in Bengal.”
180

 In this meeting 

Mookherjee produced a long list, where he charged the government with “deliberate 

hostility” to Hindu interests and with unfair procurement for Muslims a greater share in 

the “loaves and fishes” of political, educational and economic life.
181

 Early in January, 

Herbert certainly realized that the spread of anti-Government and anti-Muslim rhetoric 

had to be reined in if Huq’s ministry was to be saved. It was also in British interest to 
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have stable, well represented, united provincial governments, given that Britain was at 

war.  

An easy solution to end the impasse in Bengal would have been to set up a new 

and more popular ministry, with more Hindus in it. But with the war on and elections not 

due constitutionally till end of 1941, an easier fix was to make Huq see the benefits of a 

more stable ministry. In the communally charged environment, Herbert’s task looked like 

a challenge. In addressing a meeting at a Muslim League conference at Jubblepore, Huq 

accused the governors of various provinces of partiality and of leaning towards the 

Congress, sometimes becoming “puppets” in its hands.
182

 In the Legislative Council on 6 

January when Lalit Das demanded an enquiry into the strained relations between Hindus 

and Muslims in Noakhali district, Huq inferred that the real object of the resolution was 

to get rid of the Muslim majority in Bengal. He critiqued the Congress press for their 

“vile calumnies” and “rabid writing” and called them “wretched rags of journalism,” 

completely sidetracking the question.
183

 Despite all these accusations even Huq had 

realized the grim situation he was caught in. In response to Lalit Das’ suggestion, after a 

chaotic exchange of mutual accusations of blame came to an end, Huq finally did admit 

that there was a need for better understanding between the two communities. He also 

referred to the Hindu Mahasabha President’s (BC Chatterjee) comments about Hindus 

forming one nation and Muslim another one, asking if there was scope for an “Indian 

Nation?”
184

 Huq’s sudden burst of anger, his rhetorical enquiry into the fate of the Indian 

nation, and his gradual admission that Das’ concerns were valid, clearly reflected that 

Huq could actually be the right candidate to initiate peace talks with the Hindus. Herbert 

may have realized this. True, Herbert had his reservations about Huq because of his poor 

management of finances and ministers, but Linlithgow apparently took a different view 
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of things.
185

 He wrote of Huq to Herbert: “He has served us well enough, is stronger now 

(despite Sarkar's defection) than when he first took office, has handled the detenus and 

hunger-strike position well, and has remained in office despite the call of the CWC, 

something which the coalition in Assam failed to do.”
186

 This vote of confidence had 

great impact on Herbert who called on Huq on 27 January and asked him to get “real 

Hindu support for a coalition government.”
187

 Therefore Sarkar’s resignation eventually 

had the effect of making Huq, an ambassador for communal peace.  

The advice from Herbert went a long way in helping Huq stabilize his ministry 

and enhance his power, but the hint of immediacy in Herbert’s words had a miraculous 

effect.
188

 Within a week, in a statement issued from New Delhi, Huq said that he had 

“never been so keen to have a communal settlement” as he was then.
189

 His statements, 

“In the best interest of the country the present deadlock must be solved,” and “I am 

prepared to take Congressmen into my cabinet,” were followed by consistent appeals to 

communal unity. Before leaving New Delhi, Huq issued a joint statement with B C 

Chatterjee about the settlement of communal differences and also expressed remorse over 

some comments that may have hurt Hindus.
190

 Herbert reported that Huq also promised 

to call a meeting of prominent Hindu and Muslim leaders in his house once he returned 

from Delhi. Huq came back to Calcutta in time for the budget session that lasted from 

mid-February to the last week of April.
191

 Despite his Delhi statements in January, or 

maybe to test Huq, in the Assembly the Hindu Mahasabha candidates raised a series of 

accusations directed at the ministry with regard to suppression of Hindus. In an 

                                                 
185 Herbert to Linlithgow, 17 January 1940, Linlithgow Papers, IOL. Herbert once pointed out to 

Linlithgow that whenever money was needed Huq’s standard refrain was that it would have to be “found 

from somewhere.” 
186 Linlithgow to Herbert, 6 January 1940, Linlithgow Papers, IOL.  
187 Herbert to Linlithgow, 27 January 1940, Linlithgow Papers, IOL 
188 Herbert specifically told Huq that alliance had to be struck with the Hindus even if they were based on 

“communal fundamentals.” Huq understood the urgency of the situation. 
189, The Statesman, 5 February 1940. 
190 Herbert to Linlithgow, 7 February 1940, Linlithgow Papers, IOL 
191 Baker Papers, 11 November 1939 - 13 April 1940 1939-1940. 



62 

 

unprecedented act of maturity and consistency Huq’s ministry issued a 34 page response 

including 20 pages of tables defending against the charges. The documents also included 

a key response. The Hindu deputation to the government of Bengal had expressed the 

opinion that the two communities should have equal representation and Huq’s 

government arranged for that.
192

 In a couple of days, 24 February was announced as the 

date for the meeting Huq had promised.
193

 The meeting would be attended by Hindu 

leaders including Mookherjee, Sarat Bose and Bidhan Roy. Naturally “a more friendly 

party could hardly be imagined,” and Herbert rightly concluded that Huq was “genuinely 

concerned at the present state of impasse.”
194

 This is what provided the background for 

Huq’s presentation of the Lahore Resolution. The Lahore Resolution was the cry of a 

Muslim politician who wanted to empower his own people. It had little to do with 

Muslim League and Jinnah. The Resolution therefore was not an interruption to his 

overtures for communal peace.   

Huq soon found out that his “genuine” concerns for communal peace would be 

reciprocated, if at all, only after turf battles between Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha 

were settled. The 1 January 1940 Hindu Mahasabha meeting evoked widespread 

sympathy from Hindu professional and middle classes and clearly reflected to Herbert the 

“resentment which the average Hindu Bengali feels against the neutral policy of the 

Congress as regards the Communal Award.”
195

 Even then, Sarkar, who attended the 

meeting, but not as member, remained unconvinced that the Hindu Mahasabha could 

become as important as the Congress.
196

 Shahabuddin, the Government Whip predicted 

that “the only organization with which the Muslim element can do business is the Hindu 
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Mahasabha.”
197

 Congress would seek to undermine the Muslim League if they were to 

come together. In any case this was doubtful as Congress would not strike a bargain with 

the League on behalf of Hindus because it would never admit, rightly so, that it was a 

Hindu organization. The Hindu Mahasabha was proud of being a Hindu organization. 

Also, it would not try to split the Muslim League, and it would “lay its cards on the 

table.”
198

 One month after attending the meeting, Sarkar had still not joined the 

Mahasabha, but he realized that Congress was in dire need of new leadership. He issued a 

press statement in which he said that “the revolutionary potential of the movement” had 

outgrown its leadership, which was trying to retain its position at the “cost of the internal 

democracy of the Congress.”
199

 B C Chatterjee confided to Herbert that Congress was 

“between communities, rather than non-communal,” and it would be futile to be in a 

conference with them, one that Huq had announced. Chatterjee also said that an ideal 

conference would be one between the Hindu Mahasabha and Muslim League but it had 

its problem and would not be effective.
200

 Chatterjee discounted how the political 

equations had changed. Huq had started asserting his power to bring about communal 

peace and Hindu Mahasabha had become almost obsessed with prospects of a political 

position in Bengal.
201

 Though formal assertion of power by the Hindu Mahasabha would 

not come until 1941, by March 1940, Herbert noted that Subhas Bose’s “opportunist 

pact” with the Hindu Mahsabha broke down when some of his “non-violent” supporters 

smashed the platform on which Mookerjee was speaking at a meeting.
202

 Huq made 

attempts to initiate talks with Congress but he pinned more hope on the Mahasabha. One 

of the main indications for Huq was the failure of the Bose-Muslim League Pact in the 
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Calcutta Corporation elections. From March 1940, when the Pact was formed, to July 

when Subhas Bose was arrested, the Pact became more and more “unpopular.”
203

 Sarat 

Bose’s expulsion from Congress in October finally convinced Huq that the Mahasabha 

was the new representative of Hindu interests in Bengal.
204

 

The Hindu Mahasabha may have emerged as more likely and eager for 

reconciliation than Congress, but it did not automatically translate into good news for 

Huq. During the three weeks after announcement of peace talks, the Mahsabha extended 

no relief to the ministry in terms of their attacks. The Mahasabha called the Calcutta 

Corporation Act anti-Hindu and anti-national. Mookerjee said that Muslims were favored 

in fixing of communal ratios in the Corporation.
205

 In a meeting of Hindus at Deshapriya 

Park, Calcutta, Mookerjee accused the Bengal ministry of re-enacting the divide and rule 

policy of the British and then N C Chatterjee challenged Huq to restore joint electorates 

to prove that his plea for unity was genuine.
206

In addition to bills, acts and joint 

electorates the deepest of all pains inflicted on the Hindus by the Communal Award, was 

evoked again and again. So serious was Mookerjee’s dissatisfaction that he made it clear 

that the Award would have to be discussed before any attempts were made by Huq to 

bring an understanding between the Hindus and Muslims. He said that he would be 

“satisfied” if it went on record that the Award would have to be “upset” one day.
 207

 

These deep seated grievances of the Hindus were considerable obstacles in the way of 

Huq’s plans, especially given the radical conditions on which the peace offer would be 

accepted by the Hindu Mahasabha. Mookerjee did not hope for much from the meeting 

with Huq. Discussing Huq’s attempts to win over Hindu leaders on 20 February, four 

days before the 24 February meeting, Mookerjee candidly told Benthall that he had “no 
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great hopes of success” from the conference called at Huq’s residence. In fact Benthall 

himself thought that the conference would do “more harm than good.” Benthall and 

Mookerjee however agreed that with “real determination” settlement could be arrived at 

by even a small coterie instead of the 30-member team Huq put together.
208

 Mookerjee 

also asked for the modification of the Municipal Act by Huq’s government as a gesture of 

goodwill towards the Hindus.
209

 With this kind of response, it was not surprising that the 

talks held on 24 February at Huq’s residence did not yield any immediate result. In fact 

attacks against the ministry never really subsided. In the Legislative Assembly, still in 

session, the Bengal Secondary Education Bill aroused bitter communal feeling which was 

exploited by Sarat Bose and Mookerjee.
210

 The Communal Award, then eight years old, 

continued to wreck peace initiatives. Though Benthall had tried to impress upon 

Mookerjee that for the sake of progress he would have to accept the Communal Award 

for the time being, he continued to urge people to “fight” against it.
 211

 Meetings and fiery 

speeches at the Mahakosala provincial Hindu Sabha conference at Bilaspur and Shyam 

Park kept communal momentum going.
212

 The year ended with Mookerjee addressing a 

crowd of ten thousand people in Dacca where he called the Award anti-Hindu and 

explained how it curbed their rights.
213

 

Huq continued to be patient with the Hindu Mahasabha despite the fact that with 

no assurance of support from the Mahasabha, the position of Huq’s ministry showed no 
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improvement. The real danger was that by making constant appeals to Hindus, he had 

already run the risk of appearing to his Muslim support base as weak and way too pro-

Hindu. Huq realized the urgent need to fix the odds and tilt them in his favor, so he 

continued to keep his Muslim constituency happy. By 1940 Huq had genuinely become 

interested in communal harmony but his concern for Muslim well being was never 

displaced. Huq played an important role in ensuring that Suhrawardy got the finance 

portfolio when Sarkar resigned. He was “very glad” that it was “a Muslim minister” who 

held the portfolio.
214

 He knew that a disgruntled Muslim base could create problems. 

Huq’s strategic support of the Muslim masses in their demand for communal 

representation in the Indian Football Association (IFA) also retained his popularity.
215

 An 

“absurd matter” for the British, Huq, despite his reservations about Nazimuddin, was 

quick to enlist his support for the cause, because he knew how important the symbol of 

football was for Bengalis.
216

 While these acts retained Huq’s popularity among Muslim 

Leaguers, careful couching of his peace talks with Hindus, in a language of 

administrative necessity, which was also true, ensured that no red flags would be raised in 

the Muslim constituency.  

What Huq lost due to the Hindu Mahasabha’s restraint in responding to his pleas 

for peace, he gained by supporting the British war aims. He renewed his support for the 

war and also tried to get the Muslim League ban on war committees lifted. In June 1940, 

Linlithgow invited all parties to form a War Committee. In July, Huq sent a letter to 

Jinnah, personally requesting him to raise the ban so that Muslim Leaguers could join the 

Committee.
217

 Not getting a favorable response, Huq went ahead and disclosed to Herbert 
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his suggestion for a National Government for Bengal.
218

 Huq’s moves were golden for 

four reasons. One, Herbert’s “profound disappointment” with Jinnah left him with no 

other option but to rely on Huq. Herbert wrote: “The Chief Minister made a most moving 

and impressive speech and his power of quiet oratory astonished more than one 

impressionable European who had not heard him speak before.”
219

Two, if pleading for 

communal peace without results made Huq look weak, his stand on war reflected his 

individual strength, with the Muslim League party at arm’s length. Three, the war was the 

farthest possible issue from communalism and naturally it gave Huq a platform to discuss 

a topic that went beyond regional or religious interests. Four, most interestingly, with 

British support behind him, the chances of winning over the Hindu Mahasabha through a 

formal arrangement looked brighter. 

Joining the war cause sparked off in Huq a desire to take a “strong line 

individually,” a tendency Herbert had noticed in him much earlier in 1940. On 20 March 

Herbert wrote, “I have a feeling that the CM is hatching something.” He explained that 

the Muslim League was trying to increase its hold over Huq and Huq was trying to resist 

it.
220

 On 9 April he wrote again, “Huq is on the lookout for some way of securing greater 

personal independence at the expense of breaking the Muslim League if necessary…”
221

 

Huq had his reasons. First, his colleagues in Bengal made him feel insecure, second, 

Jinnah’s autocratic behavior restricted Huq’s moves as Chief Minister and third, the 

Muslim League’s ideology had no place for Huq’s provincial concerns. Earlier in 1940 

before leaving for London on business, Huq expressed to Herbert that he wanted to take 

Nazimuddin with him. Herbert deduced, quite rightly, that Huq was insecure about 

leaving Nazimuddin behind as he might become more powerful. The same was 
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applicable for Suhrawardy.
222

 On another occasion, within two days of Huq’s presiding 

over a Proja Party Conference, Suhrawardy at a League Conference in Pabna district 

commented strongly on the attempts of “so-called ‘krishaks and projas’ to introduce 

factions amongst Muslims and break up the solidarity brought about by the Muslim 

League.”
223

 It was surely this alienation that provoked Huq to seek “greater personal 

independence.”
224

 The dysfunctional relation between the three Muslim leaders was no 

secret. Mookerjee told Benthall that “a wedge had been driven to some extent” between 

the three, and left to himself Huq would come to terms with the Hindus as he was 

“jealous of the position of others.”
225

 Jinnah’s controlling behavior from miles away also 

caused resentment in Huq. To begin with Herbert had “indications” that Huq, 

Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy thought Jinnah to be “obdurate” and suspected that it could 

spoil “the Muslim case” unless Jinnah stated definitely what he wanted at the national 

level.
226

 Huq was not prepared to go down with Jinnah if that  happened. More 

importantly, Huq’s efforts at initiating talks with the Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha, 

and his support for Britain’s war aims had been prohibited by Jinnah.
227

 Huq knew that 

Jinnah at least had an inkling that both these moves not only had Herbert’s sanctions, but 

were in fact suggested by him. Huq found it unfair that Jinnah never understood Huq’s 

position as a provincial chief minister. Excessive party control also suffocated Huq. E H 

Baker (ICS Bengal) noted that in the Legislative Assembly “the coalition party showed 

itself very troublesome,” and “unless ministers were prepared to lead, and control the 

party instead of been [in original] dominated by it, legislation of a satisfactory character 

would become impossible.”
228
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Huq was aware of the dangers Baker mentioned and tried his best to keep the 

Muslim League at arm’s length. In trying to hold peace talks with the Hindus and 

supporting the British war aims Huq had started showing off his decision-making 

capabilities as a provincial leader but he did not want to raise an alarm. Asking Jinnah 

repeatedly to reconsider and back the British war aims was one way of proving to Jinnah 

that Huq still recognized Jinnah’s authority at the all-India level. But for the most part, 

after the Lahore Conference, Huq found out ways to keep his distance from Jinnah and 

the Muslim League. What followed were unexplained absences from key meetings and 

conferences. On 18 June Linlithgow noticed Huq’s behavior and wrote to Herbert: “I 

have seen Fazlul Huq…can’t but admire the skill with which he had contrived to avoid 

Azad's conference at Delhi and Jinnah's in Bombay.”
229

 Huq in fact organized a 

conference between Abul Kalam Azad and Muslim premiers to initiate talks with the 

Congress but left Sikandar Hayat Khan, premier of Punjab, to attend the conference and 

went to meet his daughter instead.
230

 When Jinnah wanted to convene a meeting to 

discuss Muslim League’s stand on the war, Huq suggested Nazimuddin and 

Suhrawardy’s names to Jinnah. He said that he would remain in Bengal but should Jinnah 

need his help he would readily offer it.
231

 Writing to Herbert on 1 October, Linlithgow 

again observed that whereas Nazimuddin was present at the Delhi deliberation on 

Britain’s promises after the war, Huq was “elsewhere engaged.” In another conference in 

November, Huq absented himself from an “important meeting” Laithwaite noted in his 

letter to Carter.
232

 Unless it was for the issues Huq was interested in, he abstained from 

Muslim League meetings or conferences where he would have to represent the Muslim 

League. 
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Getting rid of the Muslim League would not be easy for Huq though, and not least 

because the Muslim League would not let go of him. Huq was a Leaguer himself and he 

needed the Bengal League colleagues in his coalition party to run the state and ward off 

opposition. The attacks from the Hindu Mahasabha disheartened Huq because he had 

gradually been leaning towards the belief that it was the only Hindu organization that 

mattered. But until he realized that and even after he did, Huq knew that any kind of 

opposition could destabilize his ministry and he could not risk ignoring them, be it from 

individuals like Sarkar or the Krishak Proja Samity or the Congress. Sarkar, almost 

instantly after his resignation from the ministry in December 1939, turned into a 

notorious critic of the ministry that he had been part of for three years. He called 

Suhrawardy’s budget a “hoax.” In fact an ex-finance secretary who listened to the debate 

in the House expressed to Herbert privately that Suhrawardy “out-classed not only his 

predecessor Sarkar but any finance member within memory.”
233

 To Huq’s relief the bill 

got passed despite criticisms. Sarkar also sought protection from Huq against wrong 

allegations and threatened to reveal secrets if protection was not given.
234 

These may 

have been indirect gestures to get back into Congress but Huq had to bear the brunt of 

it.
235

 Even a year after Shamsuddin Ahmed’s resignation, Huq was dealing with the 

disgruntled proja members in the Assembly. Idrish Ahmed of the KPP for instance not 

only criticized the finance bill, especially the provision of taxation on sales proceeds, but 

he also asked his party men not to support the bill.
236

 Huq was uncharacteristically patient 

with criticisms and more than willing to be transparent, but it did not reap any result. The 

Congress also played the usual blame game. Its many criticisms pertaining to the 
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oppression of Hindus was dealt with firmly by Nazimuddin.
237

 The Congress deputy 

leader, Santosh Kumar Basu criticized the Secondary Education Bill and decried the 

criminal neglect of compulsory education.
238

 By December the protests against the Bill 

assumed alarming proportions. For instance in Hazra Park, Calcutta, in a meeting called 

by Congress, ten thousand people gathered to voice their concerns.
239

 When the 

Assembly started session again after the Easter holiday Satyapriya Banerjee and Iswar 

Mal, both Congressmen, felt it was shame that whereas other provinces had imposed 

prohibition, Bengal had failed. Huq patiently explained that the goal could only be 

reached by stages, and through persuasion and education.
240

 In November, when 

Suhrawardy proposed a tax on sales proceeds (under the Finance Bill) the Congress 

resorted to furious agitation. However Suhrawardy stood strong and ensured that the 

Government motion was carried. The Finance Bill was referred to a select committee by 

73 to 120 votes.
241

 Huq was again reminded that without Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy he 

would not be able to hold on to power. Despite his personal dislike for them, Huq knew 

that they were both competent and it helped that Herbert also thought the same.  

There was symbolic value, not just administrative reasons, in projecting that the 

coalition ministry stood firmly and loyally behind Huq. With closing balance reduced 

from 155 to 72 lakhs, 1940 started with the news of Bengal’s budget deficit going 

viral.
242

 This precipitated attacks from all quarters. Acute food shortages in many parts of 

the province were made worse by scarce rainfall and irrigation woes.
243

 Matters came to a 
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head when Birbhum district in the west was faced with famine.
244

 The jute cultivators and 

the money lenders came up as new political forces.
245

 Addressing the budget deficit by 

levying a sales tax on jute became impossible, and the money lender’s bill went through 

lengthy amendments in the Assembly.
246

 Though nothing like the strikes Huq faced when 

he first took office, when 15,000 workers from the scavenging and cleaning department 

of the Calcutta Corporation struck work on the question of increased wages, Huq’s 

ministry was neck deep in problems already.
247

 Then there was unexpected alliance 

between Bose and the Muslim League in the Calcutta Cooperation, the breakdown of 

which exacerbated the communal divide in Bengal.
248

 Bose’s arrest in July 1940 made 

the environment more volatile. Before his arrest he had started a satyagraha for the 

removal of the Holwell monument which had coalesced into an anti-Government 

agitation.
 
 After Bose’s arrest the agitation became uncontainable as the satyagrahis now 

demanded his release. In all, the political situation in Bengal was such that Huq would 

have to tread carefully and a wise act would be to bring some semblance of stability to a 

very unstable province by standing strong with his Bengal League colleagues.  

Caught between being an administrator and an ambitious politician, Huq realized 

that 1940 was the year for preparation, not results. Huq would have to wait till 1941 to 

achieve his goals. Even those like Herbert, who had a fairly good idea what Huq’s goals 

were, did not know how Huq would realize them given the political mess in Bengal. 

Herbert was well aware that Huq’s support of the British war aims was his way of 

gaining ideological ground that was different from the League’s but he still worried for 

Huq. In a letter to Linlithgow on 22 June he wrote: “What Huq will really do if he leaves 
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League - only he knows - or maybe even he doesn’t know.”
249

 Linlithgow, who had been 

impressed with Huq’s leadership replied saying, “I continue to watch with amusement the 

activities of Fazlul Huq.”
250

 Clearly, support for the war did not safeguard Huq’s position 

for good; it only bought him some extra time in which to figure out his politics, perhaps 

until the next election, due at the end of 1941. As for his efforts at reconciliation with the 

Hindus, they had come to nothing. Huq must have believed that his personal diplomacy, 

his calm and patience would pay off sometime later but he did not know when. With 

these two political steps yet to prove successful, despite having taken steps to express his 

individuality and independence outside the Bengal League, Huq did not dare to break 

away from the League. It would have meant political suicide given that the election was 

not due to till end of 1941 and he did not yet have a back-up alliance party.  

CHAOTIC TIMES: BENGAL MUSLIM LEAGUE SPLITS  

The Coalition ministry formed in 1937 embodied many strained relationships that 

came to a head in 1941, caused by many of the contingent political decisions Huq took 

after assuming office. The most significant of these was his embrace of the Muslim 

League ideology. Distancing himself from the the Bengal League would also mean 

disavowing loyalty to the idea of Muslim solidarity based on religion alone. In 1937 the 

nuanced difference between Huq’s and Jinnah’s political ideas were not resolved, it need 

not have been, in 1940 these irreconcilable differences surfaced and 1941 they threatened 

to disrupt Huq’s politics. The war had played a pivotal role in bringing out in the open the 

clash of interest between Jinnah’s and Huq’s politics. Huq’s politics had always 

encompassed religious as well as regional identity, though between 1937 and 1939 they 

had not been pronounced explicitly by Huq. These differences made a parting of the ways 

imminent, but everyday politics of Bengal in 1941 dictated the twist and turns of this 

historic political clash.  
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The year began with difficult discussions in the Legislative Assembly regarding 

bills. Huq started the February session amateurishly asking Legislative Assembly 

members to just believe that he wanted to improve, for instance, the Secondary Education 

bill. Sarkar retorted saying that it was difficult, given that “extreme volatility” marked the 

nature of his promises.
251

 The Calcutta University senate also opposed the Bill.
252

 

Mookerjee gets to the bottom of the Hindu opposition. Though Hindus were a minority, 

80% of school going population was Hindu and 80% of total expenditure on secondary 

education was borne by Hindus. This made it rational for Hindus to want to retain their 

dominance over the secondary Education Board.
253

 Heated debate followed every time 

the bill was tabled. Nalini Sarkar also said that even in cursory reading it became clear 

that the motive of the bill was to obtain control over secondary education, not to improve 

it.
254

 Accusations of a similar kind were made against Huq’s government pertaining to the 

Municipal Bill as well. In Sarkar’s address before the Calcutta Ratepayers’ conference he 

claimed that the purpose of the Calcutta Municipal amendment bill was to curtail the 

autonomous powers of the corporation.
255

 The other bill that raised violent debates, but 

was passed, was the Sales Tax bill. The debate was mostly concerned with how the raised 

money would be spent. The Congress objected to almost every clause and demanded its 

referral to a select committee.
256

 Oddly enough, even from within, the coalition party 

members who had requested Huq to jettison the bill demanded exemption after 

exemption.
257

 Despite all this, with the support of the European party the bill was 

passed.
258
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Though an event such as this provided the ministry with much needed oxygen, 

repeated blows weakened the Bengal Government. A series of challenges were thrown 

before Huq when a communal riot broke out in Dacca which claimed the lives of 21 

Muslims and 6 Hindus and injured 157.
259

 From March to July, sporadic riots broke out 

damaging Huq’s ministry more and more.
260

 Cases of arson, loot and plunder were 

reported almost daily.
261

 Neither specific causes behind these riots could be identified nor 

enough arrests made as marauding bands dispersed immediately.
262

 There was also fear 

of the riots spreading to other parts of the province. Herbert himself visited Dacca in May 

when peace was restored temporarily and reported to Linlithgow that “ill feeling still 

exists.” It was after his visit that a decision was taken to appoint a committee to enquire 

into the Dacca riots.
263

 Despite such intervention violence continued unabated in Dacca. 

In June after Rathjatra, a Hindu festival, stabbing incidents were reported.
264

 No 

community could be called victim with certainty. These riots in Bengal accentuated, as 

riots often do, the uncritical use of the communal card by politicians. The riot issues 

became easy sites on which opposition battles against Huq and his ministry could be 

staged.The environment was already communally charged. Legislative Assembly 

members called almost every bill “communal” at one time or the other.
265

 Interestingly, 

Sarkar alleged that the Calcutta Municipal bill would infringe on the fundamental rights 

of every citizen, Hindu, Muslim or Christian and hence it had “communal control 

motive.”
 266

 The Communal Award had already become a staple subject of critique. At a 

meeting in Shraddhanand Park, Mookerjee urged Hindus to prepare for struggle to protest 
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against it.
267

 The Bose-League Pact in the Corporation, instead of ushering in a ‘new era’ 

in the wider sphere of Bengal politics underwent severe strain.
268

 S N Banerjee, a Hindu 

Mahasabha leader, in a speech at Dinajpur dwelt on the miserable plight of Hindus in 

provinces with Muslim ministries.
269

 This being the situation before the riots broke out, 

immediately after news of Hindu casualties spread, all issues acquired communal 

overtones. For instance, the Mahasabha wanted to get properly enumerated in the census. 

Huq made some comment about Mookerjee’s “ill advised statements.” The census being 

a central issue, Huq’s comments as a provincial minister was unwarranted. But the Hindu 

Mahasabha, not willing to miss an opportunity to discredit Huq and his Muslim regime, 

as they saw it, demanded his resignation.
270

 What the Hindu Mahasabha did not know 

was that by virtue of the fact that Huq “genuinely” wanted to see a British victory in the 

war, Herbert would not dispose of him so easily.
271

  

Herbert’s support for Huq was only circumstantial and the riots in any case had so 

many deleterious consequences for Huq that he could not count on Herbert to be his 

vanguard in all quarters, chiefly within the Bengal Muslim League. These riots indicated 

to Huq the fast erosion of his own power within the coalition ministry. Huq could no 

longer just blindly rely on the ministry. He would have to administer law impartially.
272

 

There was also evidence that the riots were not always spontaneous, some of them may 

have been orchestrated. Herbert wrote, “There is no evidence but prominent citizens 

know far more than they pretend, and I am told that a man who was ‘wanted’ was 

observed entering the precincts of Nawab of Dacca’s spacious residence. Enquiry 
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Committee meets tomorrow…”
273

 The possible involvement of the Nawab, a Muslim 

League stalwart, was only the beginning of the trouble. Huq probably did not even know 

of this incident, but he knew, just as Herbert did, that the riots caused ill feeling between 

himself and the Dacca group. Herbert also knew that it was a good deal more than “ill 

feeling” because the Dacca  group not only tried to “out maneuver” Huq on many counts, 

they also accused him of incompetence. They made the wound deeper by pointing out 

that those arrested on “bailable offences were released on bail since Nazimuddin resumed 

the Home department portfolio.”
274

 This kind of talk started making the rounds within the 

Bengal League circles, more so as the Muslim League became stronger. Huq’s services 

were less critical for the success of Muslim League’s mass contact program and he 

remained an outsider to the Muslim League affairs.  

Huq’s political sagacity was at its highest in 1941. He had realized that he would 

have to capitalize on the war to keep the British on his side. But apart from that nothing 

was going quite right for him. He was being torn between the hard core political groups; 

the Hindu Mahasabha accused him of being communal and the Muslim League of not 

being pro-Muslim enough. He had been both in the past, but had now devised a new kind 

of identity politics, which was neither communal nor secular.275 The difficult part was to 

stick to it. Huq complained to Herbert that his “hot-headed” followers forced him to act 

against his wishes and in fact he was “compelled to issue violent statements” to keep his 

partymen happy.”
276

 On another occasion, by trying to stop the Pakistan Day meeting in 

Calcutta organized by Muslim League, as that would have aggravated the communal 

situation, Huq tried to perform his balancing act but it came to nothing as the meeting 

was still held.
277

 Huq was not one to take such open insults lightly, especially if it meant 
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losing power.
278

 In the past he had dealt with similar kinds of impunity from KPP leaders 

rather harshly but Muslim League leaders were stronger opponents. By the summer of 

1941 Huq was ready to embark on an impossible and daring path, that of severance from 

the League. What Herbert had said of Huq, “I believe that Fazlul Huq as a strong man 

may accomplish what many others have not dared to attempt,” was about to come true.
279

 

Fortunately for Huq, the bone of contention between him and the League loyalists 

was his unwavering desire to help the British in their war effort, an issue that the Muslim 

League could not politicize much. In May 1941 Huq went to Shimla to meet Lord 

Linlithgow to advise him on the formation of a national government at the centre and in 

the provinces to stimulate war effort. He also suggested a round table conference of 

Indians from all communities where India’s political situation would be discussed. The 

Bengal Provincial Muslim League immediately passed a strongly worded resolution 

condemning this individual move by Huq and declared Jinnah their leader. Huq, on his 

part issued a statement clarifying that it was not his intention to act over the head of the 

League. It is true that the “facile manner” in which Huq repudiated his actions was 

“characteristic of Mr Fazlul Huq,” but it may be argued that this was the first of many 

times when Huq’s clarification had more a diplomatic twist to it than a genuine desire not 

to be misunderstood.
280

 Huq’s new stand was to profess loyalty towards the Muslim 

League, divorced from the overarching leadership of Jinnah. Huq’s next move somewhat 

clarified his politics. In July the expansion of Viceroy's Executive Council and the 

formation of National Defense Council were announced. Huq, like Chief Ministers of 

other provinces, joined these councils as an ex-officio member and this did not go well 

with the Muslim League.
281

 Following Jinnah’s orders, ministers from Punjab and Assam 
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resigned from these councils. Huq however refused.
282

 Open disagreement with Jinnah 

had been in Huq’s cards for a while but he was waiting for the right opportunity. Given 

Jinnah’s rising popularity, no time was a good time, but Huq kept his calm and faced the 

severest of blows in a calculated manner. Herbert saw what was coming. He wrote in his 

report: “Huq has been chafing against League domination and would prefer to stand firm 

and remain on the Defense Council even if that meant break with the League.”
283

 

Herbert and Linlithgow played important roles in this historic stand-off between 

Jinnah and Huq. Interestingly, despite having caused this standoff they both remained 

quiet bystanders. Huq was on his own facing the wrath of Jinnah and his followers, but he 

would probably not have wanted it any other way.
284

 When Huq faced a volley of 

accusations for joining the National Defense Council, he was only doing what was 

expected of him and other Chief Ministers. Herbert at the provincial level or Linlithgow 

at the national level could have clarified this, but they did not. On 7 August1941, Herbert 

wrote in his report that the Chief Ministers of provinces enjoying democratic self-

government had “joined with the consent of their colleagues” but the problem was that 

the Secretary of State, in his address, also expressed that he was glad that “regardless of 

party leaders and in defiance of party discipline patriotic Indians” had come forward to 

work for India's defense.”
285

 Herbert inferred correctly that the Muslim League would 

interpret the sentence as an insult to their authority over their party members and hence 

Huq’s or Sikander Hayat Khan’s joining the Council would be seen as an insult to the 

League. However even a week after nothing was done to correct Muslim League’s 

impression. Carter, secretary to Herbert pointed out that since the speech was made in the 

Parliament in the House of Commons it had to be found out if the SOS could say 
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something to deny what his statement implied.
286

 In fact, at the end of August Herbert 

acknowledged that Linlithgow ought to solve the tension between Jinnah and Huq but no 

solution was actually sought.
287

 Attacks against Huq became more vehement. There were 

demonstrations organized by Muslim League members against Huq. By end of 

September the question of British responsibility was all but forgotten. On 21 September, 

Herbert wrote that it would be “unwise to ban the Muslim League meeting” against Huq, 

because first, Nazimuddin had promised to keep the demonstrations peaceful, and 

secondly, the Muslim League should not infer that the Governor was siding with Huq.
288

 

It is important to note here that Huq may have taken stock of how Herbert and Linlithgow 

behaved but he would not have them bring about an understanding between himself and 

Jinnah/Muslim League. Huq was cautious but happy to be fighting this battle with Jinnah 

and his loyalists alone.   

The battle was not easy and it was being fought simultaneously on two fronts, 

within Bengal and outside Bengal. Huq could not have prepared for the repercussions his 

actions had in Bengal but he dealt with them very well. Huq’s acceptance of office in the 

National Defense Council was seen as an act of defiance by the Muslim press. The 

debates on Huq’s actions became so acrimonious that he had to resign from the Working 

Committee and the Council of the All-India Muslim League in September. Students of 

Islamia College protested and Muslim League meetings were about to be held to publicly 

shame Huq. It was rumored that that the 13 September Working Committee meeting 

moved a no-confidence motion against Huq.”. During August and September, Huq’s 

relationship with his Muslim League colleagues hit an all time low and Herbert worried 

for the stability of the ministry. However, Huq had a surprise for his new opponents. In 

early August, Sarat Bose appeared for defense in a civil suit before the high court in 
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which it was suggested that Suhrawardy in 1940 had improperly communicated to a 

plaintiff information regarding the fixation of a minimum price for jute before it was 

publicly announced by Government. This led to a concentrated attack on Suhrawardy 

until 18 September when prorogation of the Assembly by Herbert prevented the no-

confidence motion from being moved.
289

 In all probability Herbert prevented the no 

confidence motion with the sincere understanding, and he discussed this with Huq on 21 

September, that with such motions one never knew “what to expect.” Herbert explained 

to Huq that the motion could be about Suhrawardy’s personal integrity but it could also 

be about the administration in which case Huq’s cabinet would get implicated and his 

ministry could fall.
290

 What Herbert found out only a few days later, when he wrote to 

Linlithgow, was that the confidence motion was tabled “on the connivance of Huq.”
291

 

Huq had long been concerned by the growing power of Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy, 

who he knew had also been instrumental in organizing Muslim League demonstrations 

that sought to vilify Huq for joining the National Defense Council. The no-confidence 

motion in the Assembly, whichever way it played out would have accomplished for Huq 

the end of his uncomfortable and stifling experience in the coalition ministry.  

This was essentially not a good thing because Huq had no constructive back-up 

option. The opposition had not made it any easier to pass the Secondary Education Bill or 

the Calcutta Municipal Amendment Bill over the summer and the communal situation in 

Dacca had not returned to normal. Huq was really walking on a tight rope. The non-

committal attitude of the British made Huq’s position even more precarious. Yet, like 

never before, Huq stayed firm on his stand which must have been because of the 

experience he had garnered from his long years in Bengal politics. There was still a lot of 

uncertainty but by October it was clear that Huq had at least taken his revenge against 
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Suhrawardy. Herbert understood that Muslim Leaguers in Bengal had started to “realize 

that they [had] overstepped the mark.”
292

 The demonstrations against Huq had not been 

successful. There was no clear indication from Herbert that in case of dissolution of 

ministry, which seemed immanent, Huq would not be called to form another ministry. 

This group also knew that Huq had developed ties with the opposition. Given all this the 

only unfortunate course left before Nazimuddin, Suhrawardy and Tamizuddin was to try 

and convince Huq that the working committee meeting on 13 September was not 

convened to discuss a no-confidence vote against Huq.
293

 They said “we can assure you 

that we never entertained any such intention.” Huq responding with great maturity said 

that he was prepared to let the incident be closed.  

Huq added what many interpreted as clarification bordering on reconciliation, that 

it was not his intention to drive a wedge between Muslims of Bengal and that he never 

questioned the “authority” of the Muslim League to “take decision on important All-India 

issues, involving Muslims of India, including those of Bengal.”
294

 A K Ghuznavi, a 

Bengali zamindar, saw in Huq’s statement a “somersault.”
295

 Referring to Ghuznavi’s 

statement Linlithgow wrote to the Secretary of State, after Zetland, Leo Amery, that he 

derived some kind of “unkind amusement” and he hoped that Huq’s “acrobatic feat will 

be rewarded by a smooth passage for the Chief Minister at the forthcoming meeting of 

the Muslim League, though I doubt if Jinnah will be at all anxious to make things easy 

for him.”
296

 Both Ghuznavi and Linlithgow overlooked Huq’s consistent effort to offer 

his loyalty to the party instead of the leader. Huq’s plans of forming a new coalition with 

the Hindus could not come to fruition with a disgruntled Muslim electorate in Bengal and 
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the Muslim League, not Jinnah yet, had caught their imagination. Also, they overlooked 

that Huq recognized Muslim League’s rights to officiate on “all-India issues” not 

provincial ones. Linlithgow was wrong in assuming that Huq’s speech had put the ball in 

Jinnah’s court. In trying to placate Huq, Bengal Leaguers proved that their lessons on 

subservience had been wasted on Huq. 

The bigger battle that Huq had to fight was outside Bengal; the opponent, much 

stronger than Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy, was Jinnah. Huq’s refusal to resign from the 

Defence Council was an open challenge to Jinnah’s authority over provincial leaders. 

Jinnah issued a statement threatening disciplinary action.
297

 Though this did not deter 

Huq from his stand, he worried about his precarious position in the forthcoming All India 

League Working committee meeting on 24 August. In the end he stayed away from it. In 

a letter to Liaqat Ali Khan in September, apart from explaining how his position as 

Premier of a province with Muslim majority demanded of him decisions that Jinnah 

could not well comprehend, he also reiterated that Bengali Muslim Leaguers had no 

problems with his joining the Defense Council.
298

 Huq carefully explained how his 

decision to remain in the Council was in no way a threat to Muslim solidarity in Bengal 

which was an important concern for him. But finally, he could not help but protest 

against the “autocracy of a single individual,” because the “Bengali race” revolts against 

it.
299

 Through these famous lines he gave a definite framework to his identity politics 

which was informed by both religious and regional solidarity. Huq’s revolt also did a fair 

amount to unsettle Jinnah’s political plans for a Muslim India. Huq did not even attempt 

to reconcile with Jinnah despite massive protest. The working committee of the Muslim 

University Muslim League for instance condemned Huq’s actions and asked him to 
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apologize to Jinnah.
300

 Huq could not be bothered about what was happening outside 

Bengal. Huq resigned from the Council in late September but not with a view to winning 

back the Muslim League’s favor. In October in a letter to a Muslim Leaguer, Sultan 

Ahmed, Huq, while hoping for his endorsement said “If you want to put down the 

Hitlerism of Jinnah why don’t you force Sikander Hayat to be more manly?...”
301

 While 

campaigning for himself Huq became acutely aware of the audacious political path he 

had chosen to tread and knew that among Muslim leaders in India he was peerless.  

While standing tall before Jinnah took courage, negotiating with Muslim 

Leaguers in Bengal required tact. Huq won both battles. The prorogation of the Assembly 

end of September and its scheduled meeting at the end of November gave Huq two 

months in which to work out a political alternative, because it had become practically 

impossible to continue with a Muslim League-led Coalition Party ministry and it was in 

that context that the first quarter of December, 1941 assumed importance. A split in the 

Muslim League was a definite outcome but how that would work out for Huq was not 

known to anyone. Huq may have hoped for the best but he had to know that the worst 

could mean the end of his political career. The “political grasshopper” took the biggest 

risk of his political life in December, and to judge by its immediate outcome, he emerged 

victorious. On 29 November in a cabinet meeting called urgently by Herbert, Huq 

declared that as leader of the Coalition Party it would be “wholly unconstitutional” to 

enter into negotiations with parties in opposition. When it was confirmed that the truth 

was somewhat different, in a meeting of the cabinet on 1 December, all the Bengal 

League ministers tended their resignations to Huq. Huq’s ministry came to an end with 

the split in the Bengal League. Even on this day Huq was not sure if he would be called 

to form the ministry.
302

 M A H Ispahani, a close confidante of Jinnah, seemed to believe 
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in “chances” that the Bengal Muslim League would be called to form the Government.
303

 

In a telegram to the Secretary of State, Leo Amery, Herbert wondered if Huq retained the 

confidence of the Coalition Party or “whether a new leader, probably Nazimuddin will be 

elected.”
304

 On 5 December, Muslim League ministers like Nazimuddin, Suhrawardy and 

the Nawab of Dacca issued press statements explaining why they resigned. Their 

allegation that Huq had double crossed them also seemed completely plausible given that 

two days back Huq had accepted the leadership of the new Progressive Coalition Party 

(PCP), yet another coalition party of Hindus and Muslims. Huq’s first ministry officially 

came to an end. Sikander Hyat Khan could still not believe that Huq would pull through. 

He urged Huq to place himself entirely in “Jinnah’s hands” or retire from politics.
305

 

There was something to that advice, because Huq’s new leadership role still did not 

ascertain for him a position as second Chief Minister of Bengal but Huq paid no heed to 

it. There was tremendous satisfaction in having broken free from his circle of colleagues 

like Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy. 

The greatest testimony however to Huq’s impudence was a few telegram 

exchanges with Jinnah, after months of indirect interaction through the Press and other 

Muslim leaders. On 6 December Jinnah wrote: “Prima facie your action is highly 

improper in joining miscellaneous groups in Bengal Assembly… I call upon you to show 

cause why disciplinary action should not be taken against you as member of Working 

Committee and Council of All India League.” Jinnah gave Huq 48 hours in which to 

reply.
306

 This was a much mellowed response as compared to Jinnah’s orchestrated attack 

on Huq three months previously. Somewhat secure in his new position and yet not 
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willing to lose the goodwill of the Muslim constituency, Huq replied that the present 

party elements were exactly like they were in 1937 and reformed in 1939.
307

 To this 

Jinnah replied “statement embodied in your telegram is contrary to facts and 

documentary evidence,” and gave Huq one more day, yet again, to respond 

satisfactorily.
308

 Within two days of receiving this telegram Huq formed his new cabinet, 

and then, much more secure than he was a few days before, Huq did not reply to Jinnah at 

all. On 11
 
December Jinnah informed Huq that he was unworthy of membership in the 

Muslim League. It had been difficult for Huq to resign from KPP in 1937 after years of 

close association. With the Muslim League, Huq’s relationship had been neither long, nor 

close, but because the Muslim League support was invaluable to him, he was perhaps 

relieved to not be the one to resign from it first. In the next chapter we will see how 

Huq’s relationship with Muslim League entered a new phase and how that impacted his 

political career. While Huq’s politics continued to remain contingent in nature, the course 

of the war, especially after Japan’s entry, and its various implications, would test the 

limits of Huq’s politics. 
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Chapter 2: Backlash of Contingent Politics: Huq’s Second Term, 1941-

1943 

 

In the midst of all shades of opinion on Huq, there is “real agreement” on only 

two aspects of his personality. One, he was unpredictable, for which there is ample 

evidence from his first term, and two, as a politician, Huq had popular appeal to Bengalis 

of both religions.1 It was the latter trait that inspired Huq to approach the Hindus for a 

political settlement beginning in 1940. Towards the end of 1941, his efforts were finally 

rewarded when he became leader of the PCP, another coalition party of Muslims and 

Hindus. In some works, the dissolution of Huq’s first ministry and formation of the next 

coalition is conflated as one continuous run for Huq.2 Other works correct this misreading 

by analyzing the history of Huq’s new coalition and pin exceptional hope on this tenure 

for the potential it had to usher in a period of communal peace. Some stake their belief on 

Huq’s identity politics, which appealed both to religious and regional sentiments of 

Bengalis, some on the combination of Huq and Sarat Bose, and yet, some replace Sarat 

Bose by Mookerjee.3 This chapter will argue that the prospect for inter-communal 
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based on interviews that he conducted with Bengalis who knew Huq. The second trait in his personality 

was that “…some people hated him- of this there is no question- but many more regarded him with warm 

affection.” 
2 Peter Hardy, The Muslims of British India (London: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 234. Hardy 

writes “In Bengal, after some very involved political infighting, Fazl al-Haq, who had refused to toe the 
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alliance to bring positive changes in Bengal during 1941-1943 has been exaggerated by 

existing works. While it is true that Huq’s political ideology was based on striving for the 

protection of Muslims’ rights without antagonizing the Hindus, from the beginning of 

1942 Huq’s choices, his everyday politics offered little in the way of furthering that 

ideology. From the beginning of 1942, Huq’s contingent politics from his past years 

caught up with him, and his earlier defections, alliances and unkept promises confronted 

him from all sides. “For instance, Huq must have expected his fallout with Bengal 

League leaders to have serious consequences for his next term.”. The possibility of 

Hindu-Muslim unity and communal peace became a symbolic high goal that he set and 

reiterated but never constructively worked towards, and therefore, did not achieve. The 

inter-communal stance could well have become a strong counterpoint to Muslim League 

ideology, which sought no political cooperation from Hindus, but as this chapter will 

argue Huq did not have what it took to deliver on these promises. Through a detailed 

study of Huq’s politics soon after he assumed office, this chapter will highlight how Huq 

prioritized seeking new opportunities for himself and renewing old relationships over 

focusing on administration and strengthening the ministry’s resolve to bring communal 

peace. In furthering their points of view scholars have based themselves heavily on Huq’s 

speeches of communal amity, to the marginalization of other evidence that reveals how 

Huq’s will to survive politically trumped all his other ideological affinities. Huq’s 

political choices reveal his inclination more towards protecting the space of regional 

politics from the interference of national political calculations.  

These scholars further argue that this “new trend” in Bengal politics, this “happy 

combination” did not see any success because of British interference and high-

handedness.4 The role played by the British, more specifically Herbert, has received wide 

                                                 
4 Harun-or-Rashid, The Foreshadowing of Bangladesh, Bengal Muslim League and Muslim Politics, 1906-
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analysis.5 Herbert’s dislike for Huq was no secret even in the 1940s and that has lent 

credence to this widely held view among primary and secondary works. But, if indeed 

Herbert’s disdain was enough to end Huq’s political career, then why was he re-

appointed in the first place? Quite apart from the fact that blaming the British for non-

realization of a promise associated with the new coalition absolves Huq and Mookerjee 

of any wrong doing, this approach also discourages the need to interrogate the political 

choices made by these leaders, especially Huq, as head of the coalition. This chapter does 

not dismiss that the British and Herbert played autocratic roles and made “provincial 

autonomy a charade” in Bengal.6 It urges the inclusion of another angle to understand the 

British role in Huq’s second ministry which is that Herbert’s decisions were also a 

response to Huq’s political maneuverings after he took office. An analysis of all the 

reasons why Huq was invited to form the second ministry in Bengal explains why his 

resignation was engineered in a little over a year, and it had little to do with Herbert’s 

personal dislike of Huq. It is too easy to demonize Herbert and overlook that the bigger 

trends like British interest in winning the war impacted his response to Huq’s politics. 

Whereas provincial autonomy was aimed at being the first step towards decolonization, 

the war put brakes on this process.7 During the war, Herbert had to seek indigenous 

support, but also render service towards winning the war. Apart from the fact that there 

was doubt in higher British circles regarding adoption and definition of a war policy, a 

national policy was useless to provincial Governors like Herbert, who had to devise ways 

to keep Bengal running.8 Finally, this chapter will argue that national politics, Muslim 

                                                 
5 Muhammad Sanaullah, A.K. Fazlul Huq : Portrait of a Leader (Chittagong, Bangladesh: Homeland Press 

and Publications, 1995), 117-19. B. D. Habibullah, Sere Bamla (Barisala: Buka Hausa, 1967), 112. 
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League politics and Congress’ Quit India movement, more than Herbert, presented Huq 

with unprecedented challenges, so much so that he was out of options. Faced with these 

problems, Huq realized, a little too late, that having British support and governing with a 

caste Hindu participaton, was fated to disrupt his ministry. No new strategy or political 

friendship was able to save Huq’s political career in 1943. Bengal’s much awaited period 

for inter communal amity did not arrive.  

SECOND TIME AROUND: ROCKY PRELUDE TO REAPPOINTMENT 

 Though Huq may have wanted dearly to head Bengal’s second ministry, a closer 

look at the few weeks preceding the announcement substantiates that, apart from Huq’s 

active campaigning and year-long preparation for a coalition ministry with the Hindus, he 

also was plain lucky.9 Even before the Assembly reconvened on 27 November 1941, 

Herbert realized that Huq’s Progressive Party “proved however to be a ghost which is not 

easy to lay.”10 The reference to the word “ghost” could not be more apt because of the 

mystery shrouding the formation and ideology of this new Party. It was not clear to 

Herbert what the conditions were, under which supporters of Huq seceded from the 

ministerial coalition and formed themselves into the Progressive Assembly Party. Herbert 

feared that despite “repeated warnings” Huq may have made promises which he was not 

in a position to fulfill.11 Herbert’s doubts perhaps stemmed from the fact that it was not 

clear if Huq would continue to hold a position of influence in Bengal, if at all he would 

be called to form Government. In the Assembly however there was no hint of what was 

coming. On 27 November in his statement, Huq admitted that “no progress” had been 

made as far as the Secondary Education Bill was concerned, and because the Assembly 

                                                                                                                                                 
exchange of views” took place between Linlithgow and the cabinet. Herbert however had little to learn 
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had been called primarily to discuss the Bill, it was best to adjourn. The House was 

adjourned till 8 December.12 In the one week that he earned, Huq made further progress 

in coalescing power for his Party. On being asked to come clean on the issue Huq was 

evasive. Herbert’s report on 5 December clarified Huq’s activities: 

“…Although he (Huq) denied having accepted leadership of this party, he 

submitted that the Progressives had split off from the Coalition and were determined to 

press a no-confidence motion against Suhrawardy. The same day, November 29
th

, I called 

a cabinet meeting in which Huq declared that he had no personal animosity or grievance 

against Suhrawardy, and that he would not join in a no-confidence motion. At the 

suggestion of his colleagues, he subsequently issued a statement, declaring that it would 

be wholly unconstitutional on his part as Chief Minister and leader of the Coalition Party 

to enter into negotiations with parties in opposition, and denying that there was any truth 

in press reports to that effect. In spite of this, it was reported to me, on the following 

morning, that a meeting of Progressive Party, at which Sarat Bose and others were 

present, had taken place the previous night at Huq’s house, where it had been decided 

that motions of no-confidence would be tabled against six Coalition members…”13 

 

Huq’s admissions belied his actions because the reports Herbert received were in 

fact true. Sarat Bose wrote to Richard Casey (Governor of Bengal after Herbert) on 5 July 

1944, admitting that in the formation of Huq’s ministry he took “an active and prominent 

part…”14 Sarat Bose realized that “the rights and interests of the people of Bengal could 

be safeguarded and promoted only if the Hindu and Muslim members of the legislature 

combined to free themselves from the malignant influence of the agents of British 

                                                 
12 "Assembly Proceedings, Official Report, Bengal Legislative Assembly, Twelfth Session,"  (Alipur, 

Bengal: 1941 ). 
13 Herbert to Linlithgow, 5 December 1941, L/P&J/5/148, IOL. 
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imperialism.”15 Mookerjee provides more details on this secretive association in Leaves 

from a Diary. Writing on 6 December 1945, Mookerjee concurs that Sarat Bose helped 

Huq (spelled by Mookerjee as Haq) in the breakdown of his own ministry.16 Attempts at 

sponsoring no-confidence motions against the ministry by this same group were made in 

August as well, but that did not materialize.17 Huq, Mookerjee and Sarat Bose however 

kept at it, and by the time Herbert became seriously suspicious of an association, the 

bond had considerably strengthened. In Mookerjee’s words, “we threw out a challenge to 

Herbert.” 18 Though details of this association still remain a mystery, in terms of when 

Mookerjee and Sarat Bose changed their minds on Huq and why, the fact of this alliance 

and Huq’s participation in it behind the backs of his cabinet ministers remains 

uncontested. Of course Huq must have realized the great danger that would befall him if 

his parleys with the opposition came to light while he was head of the Coalition Party. So 

while it is true that Huq was admitting only half truths to Herbert, he was not lying 

blatantly. Keeping in mind the personalities of Sarat Bose and Mookerjee and the 

numerous insults they had hurled at Huq during the last four years, it does not seem 

fantastical to presume that Huq’s leadership of new Hindu-Muslim coalition was not an 

easy decision and Huq never knew till the last minute if all would work out as he had 

expected. So when Herbert asked Huq a second time to confirm the rumors about his new 

coalition attempts Huq said that he had not accepted any leadership role, only that he had 

sought to find out which members in the Assembly would support him in the formation 

of a new Assembly party. 

Though this was not the answer Herbert would have ideally liked, he got the 

signal that Huq’s first ministry was heading towards its end. Soon after, the two sides, 

Huq and staunch Muslim Leaguers, started gearing up for the final fight. On 1 December, 
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members of the coalition, left aghast at the news that Huq was again contriving on 

“sponsoring no-confidence motions against his own ministry, resigned in a cabinet 

meeting with Huq, bringing the ministry to an end.19 Ispahani reported to Jinnah that 

Bengal Leaguers would not give Huq any more time to “consolidate his position any 

further,” perhaps not knowing the extent of progress Huq had already made in that 

regard.20 Soon after, Nazimuddin assumed leadership of Bengal League. Jinnah issued a 

press statement congratulating the Muslim League on forming a party in the Assembly 

and expressed hopes that they would work on “sound lines” with Huq gone. Huq was not 

sitting idle during this time. On 3 December Huq announced his acceptance of leadership 

in the Progressive Assembly Party-turned-Progressive Coalition Party (henceforth PCP) 

to the press.21 The next day at Huq’s house Sarat Bose declared Huq leader of PCP 

formally. Huq had been treading a difficult line and there was no guarantee what was to 

come out of this coalition but Huq was relieved to have leaped from one leadership role 

to another. The new one was not just a fruit of his strenuous effort and diplomacy but was 

also one more to his liking, for the moment.  

The British would be the final arbiters of who would administer Bengal, and the 

decision to form another ministry was not instantaneous. One of the reasons behind 

British indecisiveness in calling Huq to form the ministry was Huq’s new friend, Sarat 

Bose. The British were circumspect, particularly about the scope of Sarat Bose’s power 

in Huq’s second ministry, given his stand on the British war effort and release of 

prisoners.22 There were also reports of Sarat Bose’s Japanese contacts. Discussions 

between officials in the Home Political Department in Delhi had to reach a conclusion 
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before Herbert could initiate formation of Bengal’s second ministry.23 In his fortnightly 

report Herbert admitted that it became “necessary to play for time until a decision was 

reached on the question of arresting Sarat Bose.” 24 While on 4 December the British 

were still not sure if action could at all be taken against him, and if so, then what action, 

on 7 December after Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, the British had no doubt in mind. It was 

decided that action would be taken by Government of India and not the Bengal 

Government.25 Though the decision to arrest Sarat Bose had already been taken, he 

received a letter from Herbert’s secretary asking for an interview on 8 December.26 

Writing to his daughter from jail Sarat Bose recalled how on 8
th

 his opinion was sought 

on ministry-making, and how until 11
th

 he was considered quite “harmless,” but suddenly 

he became “very dangerous.” Clearly Sarat Bose had underestimated British intelligence. 

News of his contacts with the Japanese was also not baseless. Sarat Bose knew by April 

1941 that Subhas Bose had reached Berlin and was safe. Even Tagore knew about it. 

Katsuo Okazaki and then later another Japanese agent named Ota regularly passed on 

messages from Subhas Bose to Sarat Bose.27 On 10 December Huq was invited to form 

the ministry only after it had “definitely been decided to arrest Sarat Bose.”28 The arrest 

warrant for Sarat Bose was received after mid-day on 11 December. Some scholars have 

explained the delay in Herbert’s invitation by citing Sarat Bose as the sole factor.29 The 

British were suspicious about what role Sarat Bose would play if Huq were invited to 

form the ministry but it was by no means their only concern. 
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Mookerjee, for instance was not a British favorite either. The Hindu Mahasabha 

was anti-Congress but it was also anti-British. Herbert certainly did not forget 

Mookerjee’s trenchant criticism of the Communal Award. But with the war on, and both 

Congress and Muslim League uncommitted to the support of war, the British followed a 

conscious policy of starting negotiations with the Hindu Mahasabha.30 Mookerjee had 

been critical of Congress policies in Bengal. The British too wanted to isolate the 

Congress, and hence Huq’s association with Mookerjee did not raise any alarms. The 

British were more concerned about Jinnah’s attitude towards a possible Huq ministry. In 

a telephone conversation with Herbert, Jinnah made it clear that he would not support a 

National Government in Bengal formed by Huq. Herbert concluded on 9 December that 

if Huq were invited to form the ministry there could be a “possible adverse affect on the 

tranquility of the province,” particularly in industrial areas where war production was 

essential.31 This is possibly why Herbert had felt inclined to indicate to Nazimuddin that 

he might be invited to form Government. Nazimuddin wrote to Jinnah, “I was definitely 

given to understand that if I agreed to meet a vote of no-confidence immediately, he 

[Herbert] would give me the first chance…The main consideration which led H.E. to this 

decision [i.e. to commission Fazlul Huq] was the fact that if he asked me to form the 

Ministry, his position with the Hindus would be mud.”32 Jinnah’s opinion carried weight 

with the British but Linlithgow was of the opinion that Jinnah had not “behaved well” 

since the expansion of the Viceroy’s War Council had been announced. This was reason 

enough for Linlithgow not to openly support Nazimuddin.33 

In addition to these problems that solved themselves without Huq having to do 

much, there was another vital bottleneck to Huq’s second term. The British did not like 
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Huq very much. When the PCP and the Bengal League lined up against each other, 

Herbert had asked Huq and Nazimuddin to show him their support base. Huq’s campaign 

to accrue signatures raised eyebrows in the British circles. Linlithgow, for one, despite 

having spoken in favor of Huq’s leadership in 1940, found Huq’s ways to be corrupt. “No 

decent man,” Linlithgow remarked in a telegram, “who is worthy of that position will 

ever do a thing like that.” He further added: “An unprincipled man in a case like this, 

who is willing to bribe other members, will secure many more signatures, than an honest, 

straight forward and honorable man,” perhaps meaning Nazimuddin.34 Though the 

telegram was sent after Huq was made Chief Minister, Herbert, the man in the province 

certainly knew of Huq’s activities, and in all probability Linlithgow was drawing on the 

information provided to him by Herbert. With the highest British authority in India 

having the most caustic remarks reserved for Huq it was indeed a miracle that he became 

Bengal’s Chief Minister the second time around. What also worked in Huq’s favor was 

that while Linlithgow was critical of Huq’s misadventures in signature collection, he also 

acknowledged the complicity of the British. He wrote: “This practice of calling upon 

possible candidates of the premiership to go round and secure signatures is most vicious 

and should be put down as soon as possible.”35 Factors which made Huq a difficult 

choice for the British were accepted with alerts or at least factored in as odds that the 

British felt fairly competent to handle.  

There were also factors that worked in Huq’s favor, in fact made him the most 

likely candidate to head Bengal’s second ministry. The Bengal situation was “critical” 

because of the war and Linlithgow was firm that elections could not be held.36 It would 

be difficult to conduct elections in the midst of a world war and there was possibility of 
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air raids on Bengal. If Nazimuddin was asked to form the ministry, the Hindus would 

oppose and he would eventually be defeated and elections would again become 

necessary. Huq therefore seemed to be a safe way out for the British. He had also been a 

supporter of the British war efforts right from the beginning and had never swerved. 

Outside this administrative circle, the European Group in the Assembly also lent indirect 

help to Huq’s candidature. They made it clear to Herbert that they would support 

Nazimuddin but should Huq be called to become Chief Minister, they would not oppose 

him. They did not want to be deemed as supporters of Muslim League only.37 They 

would not oppose the Huq ministry as long as it did not insist on the release of security 

prisoners.38  

Whereas the British made the final call, sections of Indian opinion, some unlikely 

friends of Huq, made the decision easier for Herbert. Two conversations, one between 

Laithwaite and A K Ghuznavi, and another one between Herbert and Sarkar, had the 

impact of removing substantial doubts the British had regarding Huq. As for Huq’s links 

with Sarat Bose, a Muslim League insider, Ghuznavi confided to Laithwaite in October 

that there was no reason to worry about Bose’s inclusion in a possible Huq ministry. 

Ghuznavi added that Huq was “keen that Suhrawardy should be gone” but he would not 

“change” from a Muslim to a Hindu ministry.39 Ghuznavi had also confirmed in early 

September that Huq would be able to form a Hindu-Muslim coalition party.40 He 

reaffirmed in October that “the real support in Bengal was for Fazlul Huq.”41 A more 

unlikely friend, Sarkar also expressed confidence in Huq, despite the fact that for the last 

one and half years since his departure from Huq’s ministry he had lambasted the 
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government on every issue possible.42 Here it may be worth inferring that Huq’s last kind 

words to Sarkar may have played a role. On 19 December 1939 in a letter to Sarkar 

asking him to resign, Huq started with “My dear Nalini” and ended with “You will no 

doubt realize that it is very painful for me as Chief Minister to communicate this 

information to you.” In supporting Huq, Sarkar found easy justification in the fact that he 

had always been critical of the ministry and not Huq per se.43 In fact Sarkar went to the 

extent, Herbert believed, of convincing Amrita Bazar Patrika to change their stand on 

Huq. Herbert took note that the 16 September issue asked for dissolution of the 

Assembly, but after its dissolution, on 21 September the daily asked the British to side 

with Huq.44 Herbert had great respect for Sarkar and his vote of confidence in Huq 

mattered. Ghuznavi and Sarkar’s assurances about Huq prepared the path for his success 

but the final obstacle of collecting signatures to prove his majority still remained 

daunting.  

The re-appointment of Huq was a very calculated decision, it was the best 

decision the British could have taken at the time. Herbert had believed since 1940 that 

Huq would be able to carry the majority with him should he decide to sever his ties with 

the Muslim League.45 Yet when the time came Herbert began to have second thoughts 

and that explains why Huq was not invited to form the government on 8 December when 

the Assembly convened. In a telegram to Linlithgow, Herbert proposed that it would first 

need to be determined if Huq or Nazimuddin had the majority MLAs on their side.46 At 

higher levels in the British Government, there was not as much doubt about Huq carrying 

the majority. The Bengal ministry had become a cause of concern given the war scenario, 

and Linlithgow and the Secretary of State, Leo Amery exchanged telegrams almost daily. 
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In a telegram on 2 December, Linlithgow reiterated that an election was not an option. 47 

This suited Huq well because though he was sure of a certain support base, he could not 

be sure of a triumphant victory any more. The confidence with which Huq ran the 1937 

election was a thing of the past. It was difficult to gauge what impact his defection from 

KPP, and then his war with Jinnah had on the psyche of the Muslim masses. An election 

would be a foolhardy way to test his popularity. In a telegram to Amery, also on 2 

December, the Under-Secretary expressed that there was “no obvious alternative to 

Fazlul Huq.”48 In a telegram to Linlithgow and Amery, on 7 December, a Sunday, 

Herbert explained the situation as it was. Huq had 110 signatures and was expecting to 

get more. Nazimuddin had 102 including the European group and the Scheduled Caste 

group. Nazimuddin was also trying to win over Congress. In the same telegram Herbert 

mentioned that “it seems constitutionally unavoidable to call Huq.”49 Yet, Herbert could 

not be sure.  The responses of three groups did the trick. Paying no heed to Nazimuddin’s 

overtures, the Congress decided to stay neutral instead of sitting in opposition to Huq’s 

ministry.50 To have Congress and Muslim League sitting in opposition would surely be 

the worst possible nightmare. Next, the Nawab of Dacca, after issuing press statements 

against Huq along with Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy on 5 December, defected from the 

Muslim League and joined Huq’s camp three days later. He had expected to become 

leader of the League Assembly Party. When Nazimuddin was elected instead, he joined 

Huq.51 The day Huq was called to form the ministry, 11 Scheduled Caste MLAs who had 

promised their support to Nazimuddin also joined Huq. Finally, despite Sarat Bose’s 

arrest, disgruntled Forward Bloc members agreed to join Huq’s ministry making it, at 

least on a paper, a widely representative body.   
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But ministry formation still proved to be a daunting task. When Sarat Bose was 

arrested the very idea of a ministry seemed suddenly implausible. Initially only three 

members, Huq, Nawab of Dacca and Mookerjee took the oath on 12 December. Sarat 

Bose, bitter at how the British had foiled his plans for giving Bengal new leadership, 

decided to withdraw his men from the ministry. Huq asked Sarat Bose to reconsider.52 

Mookerjee threatened to withdraw from the ministry if Sarat Bose’s men were not part of 

it.53 Without a Sarat Bose and a Mookerjee, there was no way Huq’s ministry could surge 

ahead with its inter-communal agenda. The KPP was no longer an option. KPP was not 

strong enough numerically to sustain a ministry. Huq had worked towards encouraging 

KPP supporters to pledge their allegiance to the Bengal League. Huq was leader of the 

PCP but it was a party only on paper and within the Assembly. Fortunately, Sarat Bose 

let his nominations, Santosh Kumar Bose and Pramatha Nath Banerjee stay. They took 

oath along with Abdul Karim and Hashem Ali of PCP, Shamsuddin Ahmed of KPP and 

Scheduled Caste representative, Upendra Nath Burman, on 18 December.  

Herbert continued to remain skeptical about how long the ministry would last, but 

the immediate excitement of a Hindu-Muslim ministry allayed his anxieties.54 The goal 

for the ministry had been set even before it was formed. Huq wanted communal amity 

and the way to achieve it was by invoking the rhetoric of Bengali identity, as something 

that rose above narrow communal division. This suited Herbert well. Huq’s press 

statement on 4 December clarified his stand: “As President of Provincial Muslim League 

I thank all those members who have joined the new party under my leadership. I have no 

doubt that they are true exponents of spirit and ideals of Moslem League…This party 

alone can bring relief to all communities.”55 His assertion about his new party, PCP, and 

about how its members were loyal to the Muslim League was a calculated move. Huq 
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was careful not to alienate the Muslim MLAs.56 Nothing could have harmed Huq more 

than an attack on the Bengal League, under whose banner he had rallied thousands of 

Bengali Muslims for the better part of his career as Chief Minister. He had given the 

signal loud and clear to Herbert, who had his ears open, that he was willing to work with 

any party for the peace and prosperity of Bengal. Huq’s newly formed cabinet backed 

Huq up on this goal.  

Not just Huq, his entire ministry was genuinely interested in achieving communal 

harmony. In early January, Huq, Shamsuddin Ahmed and Pramathanath Banerjee went to 

Khulna where they were greeted by both Muslims and Hindus. Huq assured the crowd 

that the cabinet was together and working towards one common goal, stability for Bengal 

through communal harmony. Huq also announced that for “permanent communal amity” 

the combination of the present cabinet was ideal and it would be maintained.57 A few 

days later in Delhi, Mookerjee echoed Huq’s promise and said that the Bengal ministry 

had showed that it was possible for representatives of various parties to come together to 

run the Constitution in the interest of Bengal.58 Despite his deep interest in training of 

Bengalis, Hindus to be specific, Mookerjee was not merely toying with the idea of 

communal harmony. He had said when taking office that “Bengal first and foremost 

wanted communal peace which could not be imposed by any external authority but could 

only come from the combined efforts of progressive elements belonging to different 

communities,” and faced with attacks from the Opposition his resolve strengthened.59 

Recalling the time and mood of the province, Mookerjee wrote that “there was intense 

relief in the public mind, especially among Hindus….” He admitted that while Sarat 

Bose’s absence was a “real handicap,” it did not break the solidarity of the ministry. He 
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promised that they were determined to give Bengal “a real chance to recover its lost 

position,”60 for which he blamed the British.  

These speeches and campaigns, albeit genuine, were not continued with the same 

vigor. Evidence of a similar speech does not come until June again when the Hindu-

Muslim Unity Conference was held in Town Hall, Calcutta. Opening the proceedings of 

the conference, Huq said he had realized long ago that there could be “no salvation for 

India without Hindu Muslim unity.” At the same time he felt that for the freedom of 

India, the advancement for the Muslim community was essential. He said he had always 

been a strenuous fighter for the rights of Muslims but that he did it only from a place of 

justice and it was misunderstood earlier. But then his Hindu friends understood the 

rationale and the ministry had come about. The time was such that it was imperative for 

all Bengalis to unite.61 It is important to note how Huq elucidated his politics here as one 

that was inclusive of religious sentiments and regional identity, but “significantly, he did 

so without resorting to secular claims.”62 Between January and June 1942, there is no 

significant government undertaking aimed at transforming this rhetoric of communal 

amity to action. One of the reasons for this can be found in the war, the ministry’s 

response to it and to the British demands from Huq’s war ministry. Huq’s re-appointment 

was not a simple constitutional process and though it was almost “unavoidable” to call 

him to form a ministry, the British considerations and priorities, each of them critical, 

still ruled supreme. The rocky prelude to Huq’s reappointment was to serve as an 

indicator to Huq for what was to follow. Huq had taken great risk in breaking away from 
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his Bengal League colleagues and his re-appointment came as a reward. There was much 

at stake when Huq broke away from the League, and had Sarat Bose and Mookerjee not 

reciprocated his gestures for an alliance Huq could not have become chief minister again. 

Huq’s initial footing in 1940 was unsure but his goal was unwavering: an end to his 

precarious position in Bengal League. In December 1941 Huq achieved his goal but the 

road ahead had been made more difficult by the Japanese entry into the war. Huq was to 

find out its multi-pronged implications soon enough.   

POLITICAL DEAD END? WAR MINISTRY AND THE ONSET OF FAMINE  

After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, Amery wrote to 

Linlithgow, “now we are really up against it…You, with your terribly inadequate 

provision against air attack, will have to manage somehow against air raids on Eastern 

India and perhaps on your coastal ports…”63 Bengal was unprepared to face the war and 

no one knew it better than Linlithgow and Herbert. By the time Herbert could have 

calculated implications of the Pearl Harbor bombing, it was too late to rescind the 

invitation he had extended to Huq. This is why his first few letters to Linlithgow after the 

formation of the new ministry reflected more anxiety then relief. Even before Huq’s 

ministry had started working, Herbert’s expectation from the ministry had increased and 

it only had to do with the unexpected nature of Japan’s entry into the war. The war which 

was being fought somewhere in Europe had now reached Bengal’s door step. The new 

ministry had inadvertently become an active war ministry. What complicated the 

situation further was that there was no formal consensus on what the relationship was 

going to be between the Governor and the Huq Government. Constitutionally, defense 

was a reserved matter and Linlithgow had unlimited powers in matters of defense. At the 

provincial level though and in the daily workings of the government, powers and 

responsibilities were vaguely defined. Herbert was left with the task of defense against an 
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enemy that was unpredictable and stronger. As the war progressed, the fall of Singapore 

in February and Rangoon in March forced on to Herbert constant reappraisals of Bengal’s 

war policies. When the ministry took office, Herbert’s apprehensions about how the 

Hindus and Muslims in the ministry “would stand the test of difficult administrative 

problems” were put to rest by the knowledge that this ministry, unlike the previous one, 

had “openly stated its support to the war effort.” 64 But by March Herbert had to reassess 

the ministry’s administrative contribution to the war effort. An indigenous ministry had 

its advantage though, because provincial ministries were agents through which Indian 

public opinion would be mobilized in favor of the British. 

Huq and Mookerjee viewed the war with less anxiety but more hope when they 

started office. On 15
 

December the Viceroy announced that Huq on forming the 

government had automatically become a member of national Defense Council. Huq 

naturally agreed.65 Six months earlier Jinnah had sought to curtail Huq’s freedom to do 

what Huq thought was right but now there were no such constraints. War for Huq was an 

opportunity to maintain the status quo in his political career. He had to keep the ministry 

united and in support of the war to safeguard his position. Japan’s entry into the war did 

not just impact Herbert. It changed many political calculations in ways that Huq was not 

always able to foresee. Huq was head of the previous ministry when war broke out but 

his legitimacy had come from the people. In 1941, pivotal to Huq’s assumption of power 

was his ministry’s support for the war. With the war having become more intense and 

advanced closer to Bengal, support was much more than lip service. The problem was not 

as much Huq’s intentions as was his ability to keep control over his ministry and be 

useful to the British. As for Mookerjee, he added a whole new dimension to what the war 

meant for Bengal and the ministry. War was the reason why Mookerjee was part of the 

ministry. True, he supported the British war effort but that is only because India did not 

                                                 
64 Herbert to Linlithgow, 20 December 1941, L/P&J/5/148, IOL. 
65 Linlithgow to Amery, 17 December 1941, Formation of New Government, L/PJ/8/651, IOL. 



105 

 

want a change of masters.66 Unlike Herbert, Mookerjee certainly did not bemoan the 

plight of the British. In fact Mookerjee wrote that Indians got some kind of a “vicarious 

enjoyment” that British were “being bled white by Germany.”67 Mookerjee’s political 

guru, Veer Savarkar, on one hand did not support the war aims of the allies if that didn’t 

give freedom to India. On the other hand however he was keen that India should not give 

up any chance of preparing for defense. Savarkar wanted Hindus to take full advantage of 

military training in land, sea and in the air.68 Though Hindu Mahasabha was forced to 

enter the political arena because of Congress inactivity, both parties had the freedom of 

India as their unwavering goal. What this all-India political ideology implied for a 

provincial leader like Mookerjee was that he was to take part in Huq’s ministry and then 

take an active role in the military training of the Bengalis. From Mookerjee’s lines: 

“Already recent trends indicated that the Muslim strength in the Army was higher than 

what Muslim population warranted,” it seems fair to conclude that he was thinking of 

Bengali Hindus in particular.69 It was uncertain if the war would open up training 

opportunities for Bengalis but with Japan’s entry Bengal’s defense for sure became a key 

British concern, and with it, the training of Bengalis a distinct possibility. The ministry 

therefore started on a seemingly good note, with unanimous official opinion being in 

favor of winning the war. However fundamental differences in perception of a war 

ministry remained unaddressed. 

        The start was not all that bad and news circulated in the public that the 

ministry had stood up to the challenge of the war. January saw the first clashes on 

Burmese soil.70 As the Japanese occupation of Burma started to take form, air raid 

protection (henceforth ARP) became a critical concern. In a broadcast in Hindustani from 
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the Calcutta station of All India Radio, Huq announced that in case of an air raid the most 

important thing was to take shelter.  Information from Rangoon indicated that casualties 

were small when this action was followed.71 Santosh Kumar Basu reported that buildings 

that would serve as shelters had been identified and trenches were dug up in the Maidan, 

a park in central Calcutta. Mookerjee said that all parties and individuals had to come 

together at this hour of emergency.72 In April, Huq announced at a press conference that 

the ministry had decided to set up an organization called Bengal Home Guards (bangiya 

griharakshi dal).73 He used his oratory to garner support for the war from the people of 

Bengal. In asking people to join the National War Front he said, “to join it [the Front] 

commits you to no creed except that which teaches hatred of aggression, cruelty and 

tyranny.”74 When United Nation Day was celebrated in the Calcutta University Institute 

Hall in June, Mookerjee declared that no patriotic Indian could regard the end of the war 

with “indifference.” In the same meeting, where Herbert was also presiding, Bengalis 

expressed their determination to adhere to the allied nations’ resolve to end fascism.75 

Even within the Assembly, which met in February, Huq lost no opportunity to use the 

war to resolve differences with the Opposition. The rhetoric he used was that of a 

depoliticized war. While the Budget was still under discussion, Huq asked all parties and 

leaders of different groups in the House  to come together and make definite suggestions 

for ARP work and not waste time in recriminations.76 Huq diligently continued his drive, 

next time espousing the formation of the “national volunteer association.”77 There was 

however trouble brewing behind the scenes.    
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In September The Statesman carried a story with the headline, “Pressure on Huq 

to do more.”78 Even from The Statesman, a British newspaper, this hint that Huq and his 

ministers were not doing enough came without warning. This is where it became evident 

that lines had already been drawn between public knowledge on the Bengal 

Government’s war effort and what was actually transpiring in the higher political circles. 

Huq and his ministry may have put in their best, but for Herbert, it was still inadequate, 

given Japanese successes in the South East Asia and Burma. Though Herbert had always 

been circumspect about how effective the war ministry would be, in March he became 

more vocal about his disappointment with the ministry. At the Commissioners’ 

Conference Herbert alleged that there was complete absence of any active support to the 

war by the ministry as a whole. The Home Department Report stated that the Governor 

and the permanent officials were running the province.79 He also “urged” upon Huq 

“again and again” the necessity for tendering advice. He then wrote: “As the war comes 

closer the position is becoming untenable and I may have seriously to consider a 

change.”80 Huq’s position became even more precarious when Chittagong was being 

evacuated post the air raids in September. Herbert complained again that the ministry was 

not taking “active interest.” This time in addition to talking broadly about the ministry, he 

admitted to Linlithgow that as long as Huq was Chief Minister there was no recovery 

from the “political backwaters” in which the Bengal Government was engulfed.81 By 

August it became clear to Herbert, and even Huq admitted that his ministry was “not 

prepared” to take the onus of maintaining law and order in the province.82 Soon after 

came Herbert’s address to the Joint Session of the Legislature on 14 September where he 

categorically said that the ministry had to pull up its socks. Herbert encouraged ministers 
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to use their experience to the best of their capability but his speech disregarded to 

mention the work that the ministry was already doing. 83 He ended with the caveat that 

there was no reason that the war would not take a turn for the worse and the implication 

was clear that the ministry would be held responsible for any disaster. This is what led to 

the article that raised the alarm for the ministry. Speaking in the Assembly next day, Huq 

did not correct Herbert’s impression. He said: “Provincial Government has no 

responsibility for active defense, but they have a very real responsibility for ensuring that 

the passive defense measures take for the protection of the citizens are adequate.”84 To 

Herbert this must have been a solid hint that when the time came, Huq’s ministry would 

“inevitably take the line of throwing the entire onus” on to Herbert and his men. The way 

Herbert saw it Huq had over-promised and was now under-delivering. Herbert’s issues 

with Huq were not a simple matter of dealing with a minister he could not have “under 

his thumb” as some scholars have argued.85  

Mookerjee, Huq’s Finance Minister, also failed to earn Herbert’s trust. Though 

Huq was head of the ministry, Herbert thought Mookerjee was deemed to be the neck. 

Herbert had speculated on the “domineering nature” of Mookerjee, and Huq’s inability to 

stand up to him. Herbert also believed the ministry was “driven by caste Hindus,” 

although they numbered only 3 of the 5 Hindu ministers. Though there is no evidence of 

Huq making that complaint to Herbert, Mookerjee’s diary entries lend credence to 

Herbert’s conclusion. On more than one occasion Mookerjee writes Huq was “influenced 

to side with us” or Huq was “prepared to abide by whatever I did.” 86 Mookerjee’s 
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demands clearly carried more weight than Huq’s. One such demand, made explicitly in a 

letter dated 7 March, was the need to train a Home Army as it was the only way to get 

Bengalis involved in the war.87 Mookerjee was verbally told that his suggestion was not 

acceptable because there was “no rifle” to arm the “guerilla army of bhadraloks.”88 

Mookerjee thought the reason provided was just a “pretext” and the British did not trust 

the Indians.89 The truth was probably somewhere in the middle. With Japan waging a war 

against the Empire’s eastern front, 1942 was not the year to start training Bengalis for 

war. Mookerjee’s focus was strengthening Bengalis, not winning the war. Mookerjee was 

also a firm critique of the Denial Policy. The policy meant destroying anything and 

everything during evacuation so that the enemies would not be able to reap any benefit 

from the invasion. 90 The Denial Policy was passionately espoused by Herbert and was 

not discontinued. Herbert surely did not appreciate the tone of one of Mookerjee’s letters. 

It read: “Let India’s interests be a supreme factor today and let Indians themselves decide 

how best to tackle the grave peril in which you have thrown us.”91 As Mookerjee’s main 

reason for joining the ministry was left unrealized, he and other Hindus lost the impetus 

to remain involved in the war effort under Herbert’s terms. Herbert’s 14 September 

appeal to ministers in the Joint Session must have fallen on the deaf ears of some Hindu 

ministers, including Mookerjee.  

A closer assessment of the blame game between the ministry and Herbert shows 

that something fundamental had remained unaddressed in Bengal’s high politics in the 

shared relationship between the two. If Herbert had been dissatisfied with the ministry’s 
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performance, so had been Huq and Mookerjee. Mookerjee recalls in his diary that “from 

the very first day I realized that before us there was a difficult and rugged path full of 

obstacles, and I doubted if I could really be able to do any solid work.”92 Mookerjee’s 

apprehensions were not misplaced. In the Assembly in March, Huq’s ministry raised the 

cry that they were being handicapped by the the Defense of India Rules. The delegation 

of powers under the Rules allowed local officers to take action irrespective of ministerial 

wishes.93 Huq was immediately warned by Herbert of the consequences of attacking the 

Defense of India Rules in the Assembly. What followed were private letters to Herbert. In 

April Huq expressed to Herbert that he felt the “…prick of conscience” that things were 

being done over which the ministers had no control, “firstly because the secretaries do 

not take the Ministers into confidence, and secondly because everyone seems to think that 

the feelings of the people need hardly be taken into consideration.” 94 Later in April he 

wrote again that the ministry was being “hampered” in the discharge of its duties.95 In 

May, Huq asked for a “free hand” in matters relating to administration.96 In August, Huq 

wrote a 16 page letter to Herbert expressing bitter resentment at the fact that Muslims had 

not got even 5% of these appointments made by the Controller and his subordinates in 

Calcutta, or even 2% of the appointments made by the permanent officials in the 

mofussil. He particularly disliked explanations that Muslims were not forthcoming.
 97

 

Huq worried that his Muslim supporters would turn against him but he was genuinely 

concerned that even non-League Muslim members had been wronged by Government’s 
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apathetic attitude. In September, Huq deemed it would be unwise to stay quiet and not 

address the issue, especially because the opposition raised the question of ARP 

appointments. Frightened by the thought of becoming even more unpopular among the 

Muslim electorate, Huq admitted in the Assembly that communal ratio rules had not been 

strictly observed and then went on to lay the blame on the officials who often worked 

without consulting the ministers.
98

 This admission caused Herbert to distrust Huq even 

more. It showed that Huq had started sharing Mookerjee’s notions that Herbert did not 

trust the ministry.  

This face-off between the British and the ministers deteriorated, with dangerous 

consequences for Huq, when food prices started rising and a possible famine lurked on 

the horizon. The British had put in all their resources into fighting the war, such that the 

food problem was not given enough importance. By September 1942, the food situation 

was beginning to cause alarm in government circles. A cyclone hit Midnapore in October 

and impending famine was brought closer by mass scale destruction of food crops. 

Already weakened by the war, Huq’s ministry came under the critical glare of the British 

once again. Huq was critiqued for heading a popular ministry and yet not being able to 

use his leadership to “institute firm and prompt response.” Bell accused the ministry of 

wasting their time and energy in party faction and political maneuver.”99 The department 

created by Huq to fix prices never functioned “satisfactorily.”100 Herbert was also of the 

opinion that the ministry was apathetic to price rise and in some cases, obstructive.101 In 

addition to inefficiency there were allegations of corruption. Through experience Pinnell 

learned that at the time of the famine, Huq “could not be trusted with advance 

information of measures to control the movement of foodstuffs, or other plans, for fear 
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that they would be disclosed to hangers-on or others, and that they, if not he, would make 

a profit from them.”102 Perceived as incapable, inefficient, weak and corrupt Huq held on 

to office, as did his ministers, but his bargaining power was in fast decline. The British 

did not derive much in terms of war support, neither was Huq helpful in controlling price 

rise. His most important contribution by October had singled down to presiding over a 

stable and united ministry, which was not much.  

The ministry certainly did not face the charges submissively. They had their 

reasons. The appointment of L G Pinnell as Director of Supplies, in the Commerce and 

Labor Department, headed by the Nawab of Dacca was an example. When prices started 

soaring the cabinet insisted on the appointment of an Indian to the post but Herbert had 

his way by compelling Nawab of Dacca to agree to Pinnell’s appointment. 103 Mookerjee 

was extremely vocal about how the British were to be blamed for the deterioration of the 

food situation and rise in prices. He thought that the food supply especially deteriorated 

after Ispahani of the Bengal League was put in charge of surplus rice and paddy. He also 

did not think highly of Pinnell’s ability.104 When Midnapore was affected by a cyclone in 

October the Home Department decided to stop all publicity regarding the cyclone should 

the enemies come to know of it, in pursuance of the Denial Policy which Mookerjee had 

been critical of all along. The cyclone claimed 30 thousand lives and many more were 

languishing without help, because the word had not been allowed to spread about this 

calamity. Mookerjee found the decision unpardonable because funds could not be raised 

and relief arrived late, and all because of a war that the British had “imposed” on the 

people of India.105 Naturally, there were “ugly scenes of conflict” with Herbert.106  

                                                 
102 L G Pinnell, "With the Sanction of the Government,"  (London: Indian Office Records, 2002). p64. 
103 Syama Prasad Mookherjee, Leaves from a Diary (Calcutta: Oxford University Press, 1993). p68.  
104 Ibid. p67-69. 
105 Ibid. p81. 
106 Ibid. p69. 



113 

 

The war brought to the fore the very complicated question of delivering on the 

promise of provincial autonomy. Whatever the reasons, Herbert, Huq and Mookerjee 

were fully committed to the war. Herbert suspected that Mookerjee’s party was after 

“Hindu domination” but even then Mookerjee supported the war effort fully.107 As for 

Huq, Herbert never quite doubted Huq’s intentions, if only because he deduced that Huq 

wanted power and support for the war was the only way to ensure it. Yet, as the war 

progressed it became clear that the British defined ‘support’ differently than how the Huq 

ministry understood it. For instance, when the question of the Defense of India Rules was 

raised in the Assembly in February, Herbert evaded the issue. Instead he held the ministry 

responsible for “doing little to maintain that solidarity” with British Government which 

was necessary to strengthen public morale in the time of war.108 The British had 

constitutionally granted autonomy to Huq’s government and expected solidarity in return. 

But what Herbert meant by solidarity was acquiescence. Time and again the vagueness 

and unspecified nature of the Rules strained the relationship between Herbert and the 

Huq ministry. By the end 1942 Huq’s ministry’s performance was calibrated by Herbert 

not so much in terms of how much it contributed to war effort or famine relief but how 

least it obstructed the British plans. As the multi-pronged problem of food supply and 

price control emerged in its entirety before the British Government by early 1943, it also 

became clear how pointless it was to blame Huq’s ministry even if it is admitted that they 

were inefficient and corrupt. When Herbert, Pinnell and the Government of India in 

Delhi, with all the powers at their disposal failed miserably to bring relief to the people, it 

became clear that it was unfair to expect Huq and his ministers with their limited powers 

to make a difference. In a Food Conference held in Delhi in December 1942 Bengal was 

“pressed” to export rice. Pinnell admitted that he should have said with certainty that 
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there would be shortage if Bengal exported any rice.109 Mookerjee therefore was not 

wrong about Pinnell. If an Indian appointment would have made a difference, is of course 

a difficult question to answer.  

The war had made it difficult to control the famine. The war combined with a no-

election scenario had allowed Herbert and Huq to come to an understanding but as the 

war progressed their relationship came under severe strain. Huq’s predicament was the 

two fold task he had at hand. Herbert required Huq to maintain a stable and united 

ministry and yet to maintain that unity and stability, Huq often had to be critical of 

Herbert’s high handedness. Huq himself was not used to being restricted and most of his 

criticisms were genuine complaints about how his work was being “hampered” by British 

interference. Despite all these bitter exchanges in November and December 1942, 

Herbert was not seriously committed to bringing down the ministry autocratically, though 

he was seriously exploring ways to bring in the Bengal League, a clever diplomatic 

move, given that the war was going on. Herbert’s main consideration was the 

maintenance of law and order during the war and from that he did not budge.110 Even in 

December, by which time Huq had done very little according to Herbert to help the war 

effort, Herbert was willing to give Huq another chance. In November and December, 

Herbert, took pains to explain to Huq how Herbert’s only non-negotiable concern was 

safety for Bengal. The result was “almost sensational” because Herbert noted that Huq 

had “throw[n] in his lot” with the Home Department in dealing with the cyclone and the 

war, immediately.111 When Herbert saw Huq respond well to his gestures, he 

immediately moved towards granting an expanded cabinet, something that Huq had been 
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denied for so long.112 These letters show that Herbert’s personal opinion of Huq did not 

blind his political decisions. Herbert’s politics towards Huq, if any, was a response to 

Huq’s actions and choices.  

RHETORIC AND ACTION: MUSLIM LEAGUE CHALLENGE AND REPERCUSSION 

War and famine were however, just two events that impacted Huq’s position. The 

emotional turmoil that Huq went through, right from the time he accepted the position of 

the chief minister, was the work of the Bengal League. In fact few scholars have argued 

that Huq’s inter-communal program did not succeed because Huq’s “efforts could not 

match the propaganda and publicity of the Muslim League.”113 There is very little 

evidence of any actual inter-communal policy pursued by PCP.114 But to argue that 

Muslim League had anything to do with obstructing it is wrong. In fact it was in response 

to Bengal League’s attacks on Huq, that his politics took shape, one that was responsible 

for the abandonment of any inter-communal program. Huq’s political initiatives in 1942, 

much like in his first term, were unpredictable and geared broadly towards saving his 

political career. His interactions with the Bengal League, and there were many in the 

course of the year, have been seen to have two contradictory repercussions for Huq. Huq 

is either seen as determined to rally Bengali Muslims behind him, win back those who 

got sold out due to Bengal League’s campaigning or as having realized the urgent need to 

re-establish his ties with the Muslim League.115 Evidence shows that Huq tried both, in 
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fact he oscillated between these options several times. The one unwavering goal was to 

maintain his political position and to prevent the interference of national interests from 

dictating provincial priorities. Apart from his faith in inter-communal harmony, if there 

was ever any other political belief that Huq lived by, it was to keep the regional interests 

of Bengal sheltered from broader national concerns, including Muslim solidarity in India. 

1942 became a test of preserving that belief through the political choices Huq made.  

It did not take Bengal League very long to initiate its attack on Huq. The new year 

started with prominent Muslim Leaguers embarking on a tour all across the province. 

Herbert reported that these campaigns were mainly aimed against Huq. 116 Suhrawardy 

who had headed the anti-Huq demonstration in 1941 raised the cry of the “Mahasabha 

Raj” because of Mookerjee’s presence in the coalition.117 The ministry’s campaign to 

spread the word on communal harmony, which followed close on the heels of the Bengal 

League campaign, was unsuccessful because there were protests against Huq in East 

Bengal. Ispahani reported to Jinnah on 23 January that Huq had to actually cut his trip 

short by two days, so vehement were the anti-Huq protests.118 Huq, who had not cared 

too much for parties and had solely relied on his connection with the Muslim masses for 

success in his political career, must have been taken aback. His immediate response was 

to lash out at the “lies” that were circulated against him through the press.119 Not willing 

to appear weak before the public he declared that he would “not tolerate writings of a 

character, which are bound to set class against class, community against community, and 

to inflame the worst passion of the multitude.”120 It was probably because Huq reached 
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the limit of his patience with Bengal League campaigning that repression was also 

employed. When students from Feni college in Noakhali protested against Huq’s tour in 

East Bengal, calling him a “traitor to Islam” they were expelled and then arrested.121 

Repression however did not help. From the political point of view Ispahani thought there 

was much to be gained. He wrote to Jinnah on January 8 that after the arrests, “waverers 

would now rise against Huq and those already in Muslim League would be fired with ten 

times enthusiasm to carry on their fight for the League in Bengal.”122 

Word got around that Huq was becoming “hysterical.”123  It was probably in a 

weakened frame of mind that Huq held out the olive branch to the Muslim League in 

Bengal. Herbert was exerting constant pressure on Huq to bring the Bengal League on 

board. In fact that was one of the reasons, Huq was allowed only 7 cabinet ministers.124 

Huq was a year shy of seventy and if by making the first move towards the Bengal 

League Huq could achieve a peaceful tenure, it would not be the worst thing. He 

announced that he would be only too happy to form a national government, and with that 

in mind he would welcome any members of the Opposition to his cabinet in order to 

strengthen the war effort.125 Huq had never gone on record to attack the Muslim League 

party in public and so this gesture was not altogether shocking. Also, Huq was now 

making this offer to Muslim League members from a position of apparent security. The 

presence of Mookerjee would be enough to offset the threat Huq faced from Nazimuddin 

and Suhrawardy. With this thinking, Huq forwarded his plans to Hassan Suhrawardy and 

tried to convince him of the need for peace between PCP and the Muslim League. In a 

reply that came almost a month later, Hassan Suhrawardy told Huq that peace was 

possible and Muslim solidarity in Bengal was much needed but should that not happen 
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Huq should make the “magnanimous gesture” and retire from politics. He also told Huq 

that the Bengal League would not work with the Hindu Mahasabha or the Forward Bloc. 

The League could work with Hindu politicians on their personal capacity.126 None of the 

strategies employed by Huq worked and by the end of January, in less than two months 

from assuming his new position Huq was in a precarious position, made more so by the 

fact that the war was taking a turn for the worse.  

February became an even bigger challenge when Jinnah came to Bengal for the 

Bengal Muslim League Conference at Serajganj. In his presidential speech, speaking on 

Pakistan, Jinnah clarified that by “Pakistan” he meant “own government” in zones where 

Muslims were in a majority, certainly not “ill will to Hindus.”
127

 While Huq was trying to 

project his own ministry as a symbol of communal unity as opposed to the Bengal 

League, here was Jinnah, not talking of Congress atrocities in provinces but about not 

having “ill will” towards Hindus. Jinnah then criticized Herbert’s decision to not call 

leader of the largest party in the Assembly, the Bengal League to form the ministry in 

December 1941.128 Jinnah also lashed out against the Defense of India Rules that were 

being used to suppress League activities. He threatened that there will “arise a situation 

for which there is no parallel in the history of Bengal” if these repressive measures 

continued.129 The Bengal League was the strongest of all political parties for Muslims in 

Bengal and Jinnah’s threat could not be taken lightly. Bengal League criticisms were not 

always part of planned political strategy to discredit the ministry. Sometimes they were 

based on genuine grievances and concerns. In early February, Suhrawardy and 

Nazimuddin complained to Herbert that the Defense of India Rules were being “misused” 

and the war was being used as an excuse to suppress the expression of the political 
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opinions of Muslims.130 News about the repression of the Bengal League became public 

soon enough.
131

 When the Assembly met in February for the budget session, they raised 

these issues. Almost on a daily basis the Bengal League members agitated against what 

seemed methodical repression. Abdul Latif Biswas raised the question of the internment 

of Bengal League members by the district magistrate of Noakhali.
132

 The arrest of 

Muslim League workers in Tippera came next.
133

 Notices were served on Islamic 

publishing houses for printing a leaflet under with the caption “samajdrohiu senapati” 

meaning enemy of the people.
134

 Muslim League meetings were banned in Daudkani.
135

 

Suhrawardy said that the Government had changed from being “fair” to becoming one 

riddled with “vindictiveness and revengefulness” against its political opponents.
136

  

The Bengal League worked tirelessly to make the Huq’s ministerial tenure uneasy 

and difficult. When Mookerjee presented the budget Ahmed Ali Mridha of the Bengal 

League characterized the budget as a “metropolitan one” introducing the angle that the 

toiling masses of Bengal, the majority of them Muslims, were given scant attention.
137

 

Suhrawardy also drew the attention of the House to the “desire for communal harmony 

newly resurgent in the breast of a person, who till recently…careered about the country 

inflaming communal passion and exciting communal bitterness.” Reinforcing Jinnah’s 

recent no “ill will to Hindus” mentality, Suhrawardy appealed to his own party men and 

to Congress to inspire greater confidence in people and bring down communal violence, 
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clearly hinting that left to the Government, the job might remain undone.
 138 

From 

espousing communal harmony in February, the Bengal League moved to agitating for, 

none other than, Sarat Bose’s release in March. On 17 March, on the floor of the House, 

K Shahabuddin and Suhrawardy expressed their eagerness to get justice for Sarat Bose.
139

 

The Bengal League sought to create misunderstandings among already divided Hindu 

supporters for the Huq ministry. This did not last long though. The radio aired the news 

that Subhas Bose was pro-fascist and was meeting with Britain’s enemy, Germany. On 

20 March, Nazimuddin raised the question in Assembly, if the security of Bengal was 

safe in the hands of a ministry that had Forward Bloc members? Concern for Sarat Bose 

quickly disappeared as Nazimuddin drew Subhas Bose’s links with Sarat Bose, and their 

involvement in subversive activities.
140

 Huq replied pointing out that Santosh Kumar 

Basu and Pramatha Nath Banerjee were not in the ministry as Forward Bloc members. 

Sarat Bose had signed to be part of the ministry as President of the Bengal Congress 

Parliamentary Party.
141

 These were mere formalities and Herbert always counted Basu 

and Banerjee as Forward Bloc members in his reports. The question of security was key 

to the British and it was very clever of Muslim Leaguers to bring it up. In a matter of 

three days the Bengal League’s “small” but “determined” opposition hopped from a core 

Hindu concern to a core British concern, and in the process sowed the seeds of distrust in 

Herbert’s mind regarding the Hindu element in Huq’s ministry and their nationalist 

inclinations.
142

 The Muslim League was bitter at being out of office but what it did to 

Huq’s ministry, it could only do sitting in opposition benches.  
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Pressure was mounting on Huq to form a national government, more so after the 

fall of Rangoon in March. In late February, Huq told Herbert that he would retire from 

politics if by doing so he could bring about an all-party Government. In fact the European 

Group moved a resolution in the Assembly for an all-party cabinet in view of the war 

situation and “by pre-arrangement Huq was to have supported it. When the moment 

came, he was not found in the House.”143 After hearing back from Hassan Suhrawardy, 

Huq had not taken any more initiatives to mend his relations with the Bengal League and 

naturally, no progress had happened. In any case, Jinnah was otherwise engaged in talks 

with Congressman Rajagopalacharia. In Bengal, Congress was neutral and had promised 

not to attack the Huq ministry. But if an understanding was arrived at between Congress 

and Muslim League at the centre, Huq would find it difficult to maintain his ministry or 

political position. So “old man” Huq mentioned to Herbert that he would try to make 

peace with Jinnah.144 This was new, because in January Huq had approached Leaguers 

like Hassan Suhrawardy and had publicly gone on record to invite the “Muslim League” 

to join his ministry, but had refrained from mentioning or approaching Jinnah. The 

decision was timely because in April, a bye-election in Natore gave further proof of the 

Bengal League’s growing popularity. The candidate put up by Huq lost by a large 

majority. By May, Huq had not done much to woo the League. Herbert became frustrated 

acting as a go-between, when it was “Huq’s job to ascertain terms on which Muslim 

League would enter the Government.”145 Huq obviously had to clarify his stand with 

regard to Muslim League.  

In May, a series of correspondences started between Huq and prominent Muslim 

Leaguers, including Jinnah, which on the surface appeared to be an act of submission on 

Huq’s part, but were nothing more than conciliatory. Huq’s plight, his politics and frame 
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of mind are best encapsulated in a letter he wrote to Abdur Rahman Siddiqi in early May: 

“While it pains me to find that the Moslems of Bengal are divided today and cannot 

therefore contribute their full share to the regeneration of their province I must ask you 

and other friends to judge whether the responsibility of such a state of affairs should be 

laid entirely on me?” He confessed that the popularity and love he had enjoyed was no 

more. His motives and actions had been grossly misrepresented. He ends with the lines: 

“I am genuinely anxious to form a cabinet that will represent all parties in the 

province.”146 Siddiqui treated the letter with all seriousness and met with Herbert to 

discuss the possibility. The bottleneck was that Hindus, according to Herbert would not 

work under a Muslim League premier. This was a reminder why Huq continued to hold 

his position firmly despite Bengal League’s attacks. The Bengal League also had its 

conditions. They would only join a cabinet if they had majority in it, and Muslims would 

have to pledge allegiance to the League. These respective stands made any alliance 

impossible and no progress was made officially. As for a response to Huq’s letter, 

Siddiqui told him that the Bengal League would stand above the individual. Huq 

naturally did not have a problem with that because he had always refrained from 

attacking the party. But the problem was, and it became evident later, Huq still did not 

spell out the details of his expectation of what was to happen. Did he just want the ban on 

him lifted? Would he retire from politics? Huq held his cards close to himself. He did not 

want to lose out on the possibility of friendship with the Muslim League but he also 

wanted to make a minimum commitment to bring that about.  

Huq’s next move in June was a strong indication that his approach to the Bengal 

League was dictated by his circumstances and his heart was not in it. Huq did not go to 

Bombay to meet Jinnah. Huq’s heartfelt letter to Siddiqui also did not work any magic 

though Siddiqui made a compassionate enough case for Huq to Jinnah. Apart from the 
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fact that Jinnah and Muslim League in Bengal had been unwavering about the fact that 

they would have nothing to do with Huq, Huq’s invective in the Assembly and in the 

press targeting the Bengal League surely did not help. The Statesman carried a story on 

21 June with the title: “Huq’s move for a new Moslem League. Appeal to Leaguers: 

Vigorous Reply to Critics.” Apart from his usual sob story of how he was unfairly 

branded by the Bengal League for betraying the Muslims “very much as Mir Jafar is 

alleged to have done at Plassey,” he critiqued the Bengal League for being a party where 

the “will” of one man prevailed. He said that Muslim League was being run by a small 

“coterie of politicians who do [did] not brook opposition” and how the whole atmosphere 

was entirely “unislamic and utterly undemocratic.” He concluded his address by saying 

how these realities convinced him of the need to form a Progressive All India Muslim 

League.
147

 Mookerjee agreed that the Muslims needed a new organization that would be 

Islamic and democratic and also have as its fundamental tenet unity with other 

communities.
148

 It was this thinking that had brought Huq and Mookerjee together. 

However Huq’s reinforcement of this belief through his speech came only after his 

enterprise for peace resulted in nothing tangible.  

The idea of a new party to relieve the political stalemate Huq found himself in 

was clearly not a well thought out idea. Building a party and organizing it was not Huq’s 

forte. The move was amateurish as was the probable misguided goal was perhaps to rival 

the Bengal League. Huq himself did not do anything much about the party. He did not 

use it to further his inter-communal program. Herbert rightly called a “paper 

organization.” In July, Huq became uncomfortable and again contemplated approaching 

Jinnah. At this point Herbert noted that Huq was even willing to “disband” his own party 

if Jinnah raised the Muslim League ban on Huq and reinstated him to his “previous 
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position.”149 It still remained unclear what Huq and Herbert meant by “previous 

position.” If it was President of Muslim League in Bengal, then it is doubtful if that was 

what Huq was after, as will become clear in his later moves. Huq must have calculated 

that the clause about disbanding PCP was essential, given that Huq had only recently 

called the Muslim League “unislamic” and had also made unkind references to Jinnah. 

He had to say something more extreme that he had been saying for the last six months. 

This time Huq chose to go to Jinnah through Ispahani. On 22 June Ispahani had written to 

Jinnah that “Huq has once more burst out in boils.” Ispahani mocked that Huq’s new 

party caling it an appeal to Muslims to become ‘traitors like himself.”150 Despite 

harboring such abhorrence towards Huq, Ispahani met him on 2 July. Ispahani wrote to 

Jinnah the next day reporting that Huq would break the PCP and dissolve the new party 

he had founded. Huq wanted re-entry into the Muslim League fold. Huq again promised 

to go meet Jinnah in Bombay and requested Ispahani to accompany him.151 

It was only a few days later, in course of more conversations with Huq that 

Ispahani got an inkling of what Huq’s real plan was. On July 7 Ispahani wrote to Jinnah 

that Huq was up to his “old stunt” again. He reported that Huq wanted to get entry into 

the Muslim League and then become the Muslim League premier of Bengal. According 

to Huq, this arrangement would satisfy the Muslim League’s stand that it would only join 

a ministry headed by a Muslim Leaguer. Clearly Huq thought that was the “only way” a 

Muslim League government could be formed in Bengal.152 Huq tried to convince 

Ispahani that this solution was the feasible way forward or else Hindus would join the 

Nawab of Dacca. Maybe Huq genuinely believed this to be the case. In any case Huq 

needed to have a reason for the Muslim League to back his candidature, after all that had 

                                                 
149 Herbert to Linlithgow, 7 July 1942, FR, L/P&J/5/149, IOL 
150 Z.H. Zaidi, ed., Jinnah-Ispahani Correspondence, 1936-1948 (Karachi: Forward Publications Trust, 

1976), 278-79. 
151 Ibid., 280-81. 
152 Ibid., 282. 



125 

 

transpired between them in 1941. Huq’s reasoning was rejected outright by Ispahani.  As 

for Jinnah, he wrote back saying that all negotiations were “futile” until Huq first 

resigned from his party and expressed his regret at how he had sabotaged the Muslim 

League cause.153 This is the first time however that Huq came out clearly stating his 

political goals and expectations. He was not ready to give up his position as premier, 

much less exit from Bengal’s political scene. This was probably what was preying on 

Huq’s mind since January but he hesitated to be vocal about it. So while Huq was ready 

to join the Bengal League, he was not willing to submit to it. Rather he wanted a 

reconciliation based on what the party and Huq had to offer each other.  

These letter exchanges and meetings that took place over seven months clearly 

show that Huq considered himself to be in a precarious political situation, while at the 

same time, in an important bargaining position. While it is in unclear which one of these 

was the greater reality of his tenure, Huq certainly had time on his hands. Every time 

there was the slightest threat to his ministry’s stability, Huq voiced his desire to make 

peace with Muslim League. The Bengal League’s virulent anti-Huq campaign in January, 

possibility of an alliance between Jinnah and Congress in March, Natore bye-election 

results in April and finally the cold reception of his fiery speech proclaiming the 

foundation of his new Muslim League party in June were events that progressively 

nudged Huq towards having an actual discussion with Muslim Leaguers on the terms of 

his entry. When this finally happened, it became clear that Huq was still not prepared to 

unconditionally surrender to Muslim League. He saw himself as an equal. The war which 

was partly responsible for Huq’s situation was also his saving grace. Huq was also not 

completely in the wrong in thinking that he had bargaining power. Hassan Suhrawardy 

and Ispahani, both witness to Huq’s political maneuverings in late 1941, still considered 

him significant. Ispahani’s letters to Jinnah are full of scathing remarks about Huq and 
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yet after they met, even Ispahani admitted before Jinnah that “unity is our need.”154 

Jinnah took the firm stand that Huq would first have to resign, but that he was willing to 

accept Huq back within the Muslim League was also an indication of the power and 

following that Huq still wielded. Even by end of July Huq did not resign, banking once 

again on his bargaining power. His reasons were evident even to Ispahani. Anticipating 

Huq’s thinking, Ispahani realized that if Huq resigned from his party first and then was 

not accepted back in the Muslim League, Huq would have committed political suicide. 

Ispahani concluded therefore that Huq had no real reason to accept Jinnah’s terms. 

Ispahani overlooked one detail though in his letter. He did not factor in Huq’s desire to 

remain premier and Jinnah’s complete ignoring of this issue. 

Huq spent substantial energy and time exploring the possibility of having the 

Bengal League in his cabinet. In the process he neglected his administrative work. The 

inter-communal program was far from being achieved. But all this while, Huq was also 

working on another alternative political path for himself. In July 1942, even Ispahani 

believed that Huq had no pressing reason to resign from his party but in January, Huq had 

felt threatened by Muslim League’s campaigning against him. So while he was touring 

and spreading the word on inter-communal harmony, and offering the olive branch to the 

Bengal League, he was also, looking for a political position outside of Bengal. On 7 

January, even before completing his first month in office, Huq wrote to Herbert to 

enquire about filling in the imminent vacancy in the Viceroy’s Executive Council that 

would result from the serious illness of Sir Akbar Hydari. He wanted Herbert to help him 

get the job.155 This was bound to have a peculiar impact on the power games in provincial 

politics given that almost as soon as the ministry started work; an alternative to the 

ministry became a topic of conversation among select circles. Herbert, who had started 

having serious differences with Huq found in Huq’s request an easy solution to his own 
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problem. Herbert asked Linlithgow if a “reasonably remunerative” position” could be 

found for Huq, one “that would save his face.”
156

 In May, Herbert again enquired if Huq 

could be sent off to the Near East in some kind of an ambassadorial post. Such a post 

Herbert quipped could prove acceptable to “his [Huq’s] amour propre.”157 Huq set his 

heart on a job in the Near East. The timing was also perfect because Huq had grown 

restless trying to broker peace with the Muslim League. He asked Herbert if he would 

“trunk call” Delhi to see if there was “any possibility of anything being done” for him. 

Should his request be taken for desperation Huq added that he did not want the Viceroy 

to think that he was using the Bengal political tangle to secure a seat because in his 

opinion the Chief Minister’s position was a “more dignified position” that he would not 

easily exchange for anything.
158

 Huq enquired about the position in September 1942, and 

then for the final time in November. He wrote of his “earnest desire…to prepare in the 

Muslim States of the Middle East a solid ground for the establishment of British 

control…” He ended sadly reminding Linlithgow, “time is the essence of the whole 

scheme.”159 Huq had been trying for an alternate position for nine months without any 

success.  Herbert, who had also grown impatient did not care where Huq would go or 

what the post would be; just that he be “planted” somewhere outside India.160 Huq’s 

hopes and Herbert’s as well did not materialize. With Huq so invested in finding a 

position outside Bengal, it seems easy to understand why the inter-communal program 

did not get a fair chance to succeed in Bengal. Scholars who harp on Huq’s 

ambassadorial role do not mention these correspondences, though this was never a 

fleeting interest.161  
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Despite the disparity between rhetoric and action, Huq’s ministry did reasonably 

well in the Assembly. Huq’s main battlefield was the Assembly and it was important to 

stay in control of legislative politics. Huq’s hopes for a settlement with the Bengal 

League on his terms may have gone unrequited and his persistent search for a position 

outside Bengal left unrealized, but it is Huq’s tremendous fortune that these initiatives did 

not break up his own ministry, because had Huq’s pleas succeeded the PCP would have 

to be “disbanded.” Mookerjee’s impressions of the ministry and the work ethic they 

followed sounded ideal. In his diary he writes, there was complete unity within the 

ministry. Whatever issues they might have had among themselves, they always 

“presented a solid united front” whenever they had to deal with the Governor.”
162

 This 

was possible because for the “first” time in many years there was a ministry that had the 

solid backing of the Hindus and the Muslims.
163

 While Mookerjee, Basu and Banerjee 

were paying attention to the Hindu constituency, Huq and his Muslim colleagues 

attended to the Muslims. In reality there were tensions within the ministry, especially 

given that Huq was contemplating disbanding the PCP if The Bengal League gave him a 

good deal. But ironically Huq was the weakest link in his own ministry. They rest of the 

ministry remained committed enough to stand up to a test in the Assembly. On 23 

September Suhrawardy’s motion that the House should disapprove the non-application by 

Government of the Communal Ratio Rules was voted against by an overwhelming 108 

votes versus 45. This was despite the fact that it was known to all that the Governmental 

neglect had led to the near exclusion of the Muslims and Scheduled Castes.
164

 On 25
 

September Abdur Rahman Siddiqi moved the motion that the Government had failed in 

its duty to the cultivators of Bengal by not taking any steps to secure fair and reasonable 
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prices for jute but lost the vote with “97-Noes” and “43-Yes”
165

 Other motions moved 

against the ministry had similar fate. Herbert still found in this ministry the unity that had 

been the initial condition for inviting them to take the reins of the governance in Bengal 

and so it continued.  

GAME CHANGER: QUIT INDIA AND BENGAL POLITICS 

Until September 1942, maintaining a majority in the Assembly was a fair 

indication of how stable Huq’s ministry was. There were challenges and Huq sought to 

solve them but a reliable way to calibrate the extent of these threats was by a vote on the 

floor of the House. When the Assembly was adjourned end of September, the ministry 

was bereft of this easy indicator. This was also the time when national politics started 

having a more direct impact on Huq’s ministry. Of course Huq had been closely watching 

political developments at the centre. He had become cautious when Jinnah and 

Rajagopalacharia had started talking in March 1942. From March to August key political 

developments unfolded in Delhi. After Churchill became member of the war cabinet, he 

announced in March 1942 that a unanimous decision on Indian policy had been reached 

and Stafford Cripps, Leader of the House of Commons would come to India to discuss 

the proposal. Cripps arrived in late March and discussions began with Linlithgow, 

Gandhi, Nehru and Jinnah. The offer formally restated that the British Government would 

control Indian defenses during the war and Indians were invited for “effective 

participation.”166 The Congress demand for immediate independence was not met, but it 

was promised that after the war an elected body would be set up to frame a new 

constitution. There was something intended for the Muslim League too. His Majesty’s 

Government “would be prepared to agree with a non-acceding province a new 
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constitution…”167 The Muslim League had “gained the most” but “if the Congress 

refused it might well gain still more by also holding out.”168 Both the Congress and the 

Muslim League rejected the Cripps Offer. This worked in Huq’s favor. It is true that 

Herbert was becoming increasingly dissatisfied with Huq’s war efforts but on paper the 

ministry was still committed to the war and in 1942 that still counted.  

By beginning of April the Cripps offer was deemed to have failed. Linlithgow had 

little doubt that the Cripps Mission would fail.169 Many sections of the British official 

opinion agreed that the British Government indulged in it from “desperation in the face of 

danger.”170 The gulf between the Congress and the British Government widened. In July 

the Congress Working Committee passed the Quit India resolution demanding the end of 

British rule in India and if it did not happen immediately Congress would start its non-

violent struggle against the Raj, under the leadership of Gandhi.171 Jinnah, who had no 

way to know for sure if the Congress threat would work, called the resolution a 

blackmail, hoping to eke a strong response from the British. To his relief the British 

announced that they would not go beyond the Cripps Offer. The British may have felt 

insecure but Congress leaders like Azad knew that the British would refuse to “negotiate 

under duress.” 172 Congress’ next move was “impelled by necessity.”173 The AICC met at 

Wardha on 7 August and approved the Working Committee’s policies. 

Uncharacteristically, Gandhi asked the masses to take up arms in self-defense and resort 
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to armed resistance, if need be, against the aggressor. Quit India as the movement came 

to be known was “a Gandhi-led un-Gandhian way of struggle.” 174 Quit India movement 

was the final ultimatum to the British, demanding their withdrawal. On 9 August early 

morning, all members of the Congress Working Committee were arrested. The movement 

spread quickly. Field Marshall Auchinleck’s famous words to his superiors that ‘every 

Indian officer worth his salt is today a "Nationalist,"’ hints at the great legacy of the 

movemen175 The disturbances that followed were serious but were played down at the 

time.176 British crackdown had been planned already and was efficient. It took a month to 

bring the situation under control, by which time it was clear that the historic Quit India 

movement had failed.  

Yet when most of India was in a state of rebellion, there were only a few incidents 

in Calcutta. Mookherjee observed that “Bengal was ominously quiet.”
177

 He went on, “So 

peaceful was the atmosphere of Bengal that Amery eulogized the province from in the 

House of Commons.”
178

 Normalcy returned to Bengal quite soon. In Calcutta trams 

started running again by the third week of August.
179

 It is perhaps this narrative that has 

made scholars neglect to analyze Quit India’s impact on Huq’s ministry. Quit India had 

the most unexpected outcome in Bengal. It was not much so much the movement but the 

debates that it spurred and the chain of events it triggered in Bengal that strained 

Herbert’s relationship with Huq’s ministry and subjected the latter to immense pressure. 

All this started because Midnapore had a different story to tell, as compared to rest of 
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Bengal and India. The story is not very revolutionary, but much different. Midnapore was 

the only region in Bengal where the movement had been extremely well thought out. The 

local Congress members and supporters of Quit India even brought out a journal called 

Biplabi (revolutionary) which held the British culpable for the onset of the famine among 

other things. This was also the only example where one can see nationalism work in its 

crudest sense because the movement was not guided by any Congress leadership in 

provincial or national level.180 Congress had been busy all of 1942 but only on the 

national stage. In Bengal, official Congress started out as neutral in the Assembly and 

remained a non-factor. Yet, the movement, solely guided and envisioned by locals caused 

a stir in the European community. In the Tamluk and Contai division of the Midnapore 

district, the locals were successful in setting up parallel governmemts which continued to 

function till 1944. The British harbored the constant fear that anti-British sentiments 

would spread if Midnapore was not dealt with more stricktly.  

The example of Midnapore served to instill fear in the hearts of the British and the 

European group in the Assembly demanded a statement of policy on Quit India from the 

Huq ministry.181 The leaders of the European group in the autumn session of the 

Assembly introduced a resolution supporting the measures adopted by the Government to 

repress the movement. Syed Badrudduja, General Secretary of PCP tried to introduce an 

amendment to the resolution but his voice was drowned by uproar created by the Muslim 

League and the European members. They opposed the amendment and demanded the 

ministry’s commitment to a repressive policy.182 Things were so bad that the Assembly 

had to be adjourned. Mookerjee believed that the demonstration was possible only 

because of Herbert’s instigation. The incident also made the European Party leave their 
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neutral position and side with the opposition.
183

 Unlike the rest of India, it was not the 

idea of Quit India or the promise of Independence that inspired change in Bengal. In fact 

compared to the rest of India the people remained largely unmoved. The section that it 

stirred was the high political circles, where all the big decisions were taken. It is 

important to note that not Quit India per se but the fear of charged nationalist fervor 

compelled Herbert and the European Group to demand that Huq to commit to a policy. It 

was for them a law and order issue, especially given that India was at war. 

This is where Herbert confronted his first formidable battle with Huq and his 

ministers. Huq deplored Congress tactics but he found it difficult to contain the 

nationalist sentiments of his colleagues. Huq naturally was hesitant to come out with a 

statement because his ministry had Hindu members who sympathized with the Congress 

especially given the kind of pre-emptive repression national Congress leaders had been 

subjected to. Huq himself could not agree with the grounds on which many of the arrests 

were made.184 The KPP, symbolically, if not in numerical representation, was an 

important part of the coalition. Even as a party of krishaks, mostly Muslims, the leader 

Shamsuddin Ahmed was asked by his followers to resign from the ministry in view of the 

disagreement of the party with the policy of repression carried on by the Government of 

India.
185

 As for Mookerjee the crackdown on the movement inspired in him an 

introspection concerning his own political choices. In July when the fear of Congress’ 

next move was looming large before the British, he offered the explanation that the 

Bengali people already had the power for which Quit India was fighting.
186

 Mookerji met 

Gandhi in Sevagram on 5 August to discuss the political situation in India. Upon 

discussion, Mookerjee took a “pragmatic” line. After the arrest of the leaders took place 
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on 9 August, he tried to protest against the imprisonment of Congress leaders and cadres, 

strictly as a bipartisan nationalist but took care to ensure that the Hindu Mahasabha’s 

“separate political identity” did not get diluted.187 It was his belief that the ministry and 

the bureaucracy were on the same page. Yet when a student demonstration was met with 

wanton assault Mookerjee realized that ministerial authority had been intentionally 

sidetracked. He had always been most vocal about Defense of India Rules and how they 

curbed ministerial powers. The crackdown on Quit India reinforced his belief. Mookerji 

writes in his diary that his optimism regarding affecting change in Bengal by working 

with the British crashed once and for all when he saw the brutal repression of a 

movement that had not even been a remote threat in Bengal. Herbert, on the other hand 

felt very uneasy that there was “not a word of protest against the launching of the 

Congress movement” from the ministry, of their own accord.188 Herbert was shocked by 

the effrontery of the ministers who would not acquiesce to the British directive and yet 

also not resign in order to get “salaries” or protect “Hindu interests.”189 By end of 

September, Herbert found it unpardonable that the ministry still chose to stay in office 

“while publicly disclaiming responsibility for any unpopular items of administration.”190 

Security concerns demanded a ministry that would not just support the war but repress all 

anti-British agitations. Huq still supported the war but the British had nothing to gain 

from this support. The Assembly, which met for a short period in mid-September allowed 

Huq to remain in office, but with ministers threatening resignation and the European 

Group joining the Muslim League in opposition, Huq realized that he would have to find 

a way out of this impasse.  
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In October Huq wrote to Linlithgow directly demanding that his request for an 

expansion of his cabinet, long denied to him by Herbert, be granted.191 Huq’s ministry 

had survived the Assembly session in September but by the time it met again Huq had to 

strengthen his ministry. He demanded four new ministers and couple of Parliamentary 

Secretaries. Mookerjee, who was also getting disillusioned with working with Herbert, 

tried to get political prisoners released in Midnapore so that they could help with cyclone 

relief work. The Home Department would not allow it and Herbert decided to side with 

the Home Department. The ultimate controls were in the hand of the British and it 

became amply apparent in October that because the ministry would not come out with an 

official policy on repression of the movement, which by October was no longer a threat, 

except in Midnapore, none of their other demands would be entertained. Realizing that 

there was no way he could do any work leading to the “good of the province,” Mookerjee 

realized that resignation was the only way out. He resigned on 16 November.
192

 His 

resignation was accepted on 20
 

November.
193

 In his resignation letter Mookerjee 

maintained that his relationship with Huq was not his reason for resigning. Though not in 

the letter, Mookerjee’s memoirs makes clear his views on Huq. Thinking about the 

adjournment of the House that took place at the end of September, Mookerjee realized 

the impossibility of being able to achieve anything with Huq as Chief Minister because 

he had failed to develop his party outside the legislature and to inspire the Muslim 

masses. Mookerjee wrote: Huq’s “lack of faith in the future of the Progressive and 

Nationalist Muslim party were real obstacles.”
194

 However, there is no reason to doubt 

that Mookerjee resigned for causes that he considered were far more fundamental. In the 

letter which he read out in the Assembly in February 1943, he attacked the Government’s 
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war policies: “barren policy” and “denial policy.” His second grievance was the 

bureaucracy’s encroachment on the powers of the ministers. His third reason had a ring 

of irony to it. He condemned the arrest of Congress leaders and the reluctance of the 

British Government in announcing transfer of power plans. He said, “a slave cannot fight 

whole heartedly for any noble cause…If it is a crime to see one’s country free and shake 

off foreign domination, including British, every self-respecting Indian is a criminal.”
195

 

Considering that the Hindu Mahasabha had joined the political arena because they 

deemed that Congress was not doing its job, it is ironic that Mookerjee resigned 

protesting the repression of Congress. Congress’ Quit India had already played a crucial 

role in sealing Bengal’s fate.   

A SURPRISE EXIT: CONFRONTING CONTINGENT POLITICS  

Herbert had always been keen on the Bengal League joining Huq’s ministry. 

Herbert’s sole non-negotiable governing principle was maintaining law and order in 

Bengal. With that in mind, and his personal preference factored in, Herbert expected 

towards the end of 1942 that Bengal League would be able to challenge Huq’s ministry. 

Herbert did not want to have a ministry which would not commit to repressing anti-

British elements. However, the experience of the last Assembly session proved to Herbert 

that the Bengal League tactics as opposition were “hopeless.” They consisted simply in 

personal attacks against Huq, which only succeeded in consolidating his party.196 

Presiding over a meeting of the All India Muslim League Working Committee, Jinnah 

clearly said of the Congress’ Quit India movement that it was “inimical to Muslim 

interests because it had been launched to force the Government’s hands to surrender to 

the Congress and concede their demands, which meant a death blow to Muslim 

interests.”197 Yet for all their resolutions they seemed incapable of outmaneuvering Huq 
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in the Assembly. This brought home for Herbert the realization that if the ministry had to 

be replaced the Bengal League would not be able to actively help in that. Herbert 

continued to share the concern that there would be outbreaks of communal violence in 

Bengal if Nazimuddin became chief minister and continued to pressure Huq to toe the 

line.198 By the time the year ended Herbert seemed pleased with Huq. Herbert did not, 

even towards the end of 1942, pursue a policy solely aimed at driving Huq out of office. 

At the time of his resignation Mookerjee felt that “the time was not far distant 

when the ministry would go out of office,”
199

 but though many others like him had a 

sense that the ministry was declining in strength, no one knew how or when. The day the 

Assembly met again on 12 February 1943 Ispahani wrote to Jinnah: “Who could have 

thought that he [Huq] and his group ran even a one in a hundred chance of being pushed 

out of the guddies? They were so firmly fixed for the duration.” 200 Three days later 

Ispahani started having doubts. He wrote: “Fazlul is not in too enviable a position but he 

is a clever fox. I shall not be surprised if he wriggles out unscratched.”201 Huq’s ministry 

still had the support of Hindus, the war was still on and an election was still not a 

possibility. Herbert had powers but they were not limitless. Much had changed since 

December 1941, but some calculations remained the same. What ultimately led to the fall 

of the ministry is a subject of much debate, complicated more by the interrogation it 

demands not just into facts of how the ministry came to an end, but also the intentions 

and ethical stands adopted by the British as well as Huq and his men.   

After Mookerjee’s exit, if Herbert was right all along about Huq feeling stifled by 

Mookerjee’s presence, the time had at last come for Huq to shine and prove his 

credibility. If Herbert is to be believed, Huq was keen to enforce law and order. But 
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Huq’s position was more complicated than Herbert believed. Huq’s request for cabinet 

expansion had still not been granted. Huq’s pride and age also made it difficult for him to 

take orders from Herbert. These dilemmas played out in Huq’s choices in 1943. Calcutta 

was raided twice by the Japanese air force, by the start of 1943. To balance the ARP 

services appointments some 400 additional Muslims were employed at Huq’s insistence, 

but at the first sight of explosion they vanished. Then there was the problem with the 

finances. On the revenue side there was a gap of 11 crores. Instead of planning to raise 

the money by means of taxation Huq and Basu planned to seek “indulgence” from Delhi 

by way of postponement of payments.202 Huq had to maintain his ties with the only 

Hindu ministers he had left in the ministry. In February, it was clear that Huq could 

neither control his ministry nor take sound administrative decisions to benefit Muslims 

nor manage the budget so that the war could be fought. The latter, more than the rest was 

a pressing practical problem for Herbert. Huq would perhaps continue despite being a 

“sheer liability” to the British, but two incidents convinced Herbert that he needed a 

different ministry and he needed it soon. On the question of solving the food question 

Huq behaved audaciously, yet again. In an attempt to extricate himself from a defeat in 

the Assembly he promised imports of rice to Bengal and the prohibition of all exports.203 

As seen above even Pinnell was of the opinion that Bengal should in no case export rice, 

but an official stand had not been taken. This and other “indiscriminate” public 

announcements forced Herbert to devise ways to plan Huq’s exit. 

The second issue was an argument on a question of procedure but it became a 

bitter personal experience for Herbert. On February 10 1943, Gandhi, who was then in 

prison began a fast and because he was under detention all reference to him was 

prohibited. Even then, Santosh Basu and Pramatha Nath Banerjee got ready to leave for 

Delhi to discuss Gandhi’s fast with Linlithgow. The news of Gandhi’s fast became an 
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emotional question in Bengal and the question of repression in Bengal while the Quit 

India movement was going on came up. The ministry came under pressure to redress the 

grievances of the atrocities committed by the Bengal Government in Tamluk and Contai 

divisions in Midnapore. Consequently Huq made a speech in the Assembly promising an 

“impartial enquiry by persons of the status of High Court Judges into alleged excesses by 

officials in Midnapore.”204 This infuriated Herbert. Excesses by police and officials in 

suppressing the Congress movement had become a complicated issue already. Huq had 

verbally taken Herbert’s side in November but with the Assembly in session, a budget to 

pass, a no-confidence motion to fear and new support to garner wherever he could find it, 

he announced that his ministry was in favor of an enquiry. Herbert wrote to Huq seeking 

an “explanation.” To this Huq’s reply was: “I write to say that I owe you no explanation 

whatever in respect of my ‘conduct’” Huq also added the “mild warning” that 

“indecorous language such as has been used in your letter…be avoided in any 

correspondence between the Governor and his Chief Minister.”205 

Having adopted that tone with Herbert, by March, Huq could not expect any 

favors from him. The loss of Herbert’s backing became public and with that the Bengal 

League’s aggressive campaigning inside and outside the Assembly led to many ministers 

crossing over from Huq’s side to that of the opposition. 206 There were still a few 

victories. The Bengal League was unable to have its Speaker elected. On the food debate 

bill, the opposition lost 78 to 92 votes.207 But it became evident that the ministry would 

fall. Ispahani however thought that Muslim League would deal the final blow. That did 

not happen. On 18 March Herbert was complaining about Huq’s antics and by 7 April 
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Huq and his ministry had been dismissed and Bengal was under Section 93. The advance 

of the Budget session in February caused the “seasonal derangement” to Huq it always 

caused. He came up with innumerable suggestions that ranged from him becoming 

Speaker of the Assembly to Herbert continuing as Governor without a Chief Minister.208 

Little did he know then that one of his suggestions was about to materialize. Herbert had 

started discussing the question of an expansion of the cabinet with Nazimuddin, who 

brought to his attention that Huq had no following in the rural areas, no Muslim support 

and in the Assembly also it was doing poorly. Nazimuddin added that it would be unwise 

to support a “tottering cabinet” and prop it up by expansion.209 Huq knew that conditions 

could be better. His ministry was losing support almost every day. He even told Herbert 

that if he was found to be a hindrance to the formation of an all party government he 

would resign.210 Herbert realized that there were two ways in which the Assembly would 

progress. One, Huq would lose support and there would be a no-confidence motion. It 

would estrange the parties even more and challenge the possibility of a new coalition 

ministry with representatives from all parties. Two, Huq would somehow get the budget 

passed and continue with his misgovernment. The only way out as Herbert saw it was to 

have Huq agree to a resignation. Ideally this should not have been difficult, because from 

the day Huq had taken office in 1937 he had mentioned resignation on several occasions. 

But Herbert knew that it was mere theatrics. So on 28 March at a meeting Herbert 

provided a draft resignation letter and asked Huq to sign it. Huq fell into his own trap and 

had to act as he had promised. Huq signed the letter with the said belief that he wanted a 

broadly based cabinet to be formed, and an unexpressed conviction that he would be able 

to secure all party support and form ministry again.211 The same day his resignation was 
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accepted. What followed were a series of angry letters between Huq, Herbert, Linlithgow 

and even the Secretary of State, and Bengal’s first experience with Section 93.  

In the Annual Muslim League Session in New Delhi in April 1943, Jinnah said in 

his address: “Ladies and gentleman, if I were to give you an account of to what extent 

this ministry headed by Fazlul Huq stooped  - no decent human being could ever stoop to 

the foul methods he adopted…Thus we have gone through the crucible of fire in Bengal. 

And to-day Fazlul Huq is no more, and I hope for the rest of his life he will be no 

more…”212 Huq continued to remain in politics but he never regained his position or 

appeal. When he first took office he engaged in a series of contingent moves. In March 

1943 he faced its backlash. Huq had always relied on his own popularity and had not 

concentrated on organizing a party strongly. Neither KPP, nor PCP nor the new Muslim 

League were strong organizations that could back Huq in the Assembly. With the Bengal 

League, Huq’s relationship had been one of convenience but not loyalty. By 1943, loyalty 

to the Muslim League for the achievement of Pakistan was becoming a creed. Huq’s 

attitude towards the British had been consistent until 1942 but not after that. On one 

hand, Huq was asking Herbert to help him win Muslim League support and recommend 

him for jobs outside Bengal. On the other hand, Huq was “warning” Herbert to behave 

decorously with him. Huq may have had the image of being the only Muslim politician 

who could pursue an inter-communal agenda but since taking office in 1943, he had done 

nothing for the program or for the Hindus. His “fancy footwork” could not work any 

more. He was out of options. Not immediately, but soon enough, Huq was succeeded by 

Nazimuddin. Nazimuddin brought with him a different political temperament to the 

office of chief minister. The political landscape that Nazimuddin inherited from Huq was 

unstable but his response was the opposite of Huq’s. We will see in the next chapter if 
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this different approach was able to secure a better outcome for Nazimuddin for his 

political strategies or if times were such that all kinds of politicking proved futile. 
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Chapter 3: Renegotiating a restrictive political space: Nazimuddin’s 

Politics, 1943-1945 

 

Khwaja Nazimuddin took office on 24 April 1943.1 He became the second chief 

minister of Bengal and with his appointment the unpopular Section 93, in effect for three 

weeks since March 31, was withdrawn.2 On 19 April, 1943 Governor Herbert assured 

Viceroy Linlithgow that Bengal would be “better off with a Ministry under Nazimuddin, 

supported by loyal caste and scheduled caste Hindus, but ‘without’ representative Hindus 

whose loyalty is suspect, than without a ministry at all.”3 The ministry was reinstated 

almost autocratically by Herbert.4 There was no election. Nazimuddin was a British 

loyalist, definitely not a wild card like Fazlul Huq. His brand of moderate politics 

endeared him to the British and throughout his tenure he did not do anything to incur 

their displeasure. Even then the British patronage that gave Nazimuddin his job in April 

1943, proved its insufficiency in sustaining the ministry by end of the year.  When 

Nazimuddin’s ministry came crashing down in March 1945 after a no-confidence vote 

there was nothing as much as a whimper from Casey, Bengal’s Governor after Herbert. 

Within a day Casey assumed administration of Bengal. Speaker, Nausher Ali’s sine die 
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adjournment of the house went unquestioned, except by Nazimuddin.5 Casey had long 

considered that Nazimuddin should “nerve himself up to getting rid of the Speaker,” but 

when Nausher Ali sprung a surprise adjournment decision on the Bengal Government 

there was nothing more than some feeble protests from the ministry.6 The Muslim 

League, which had much to gain from Nazimuddin’s ministry, though technically it could 

not be called a Muslim League ministry, accepted the fall of the ministry rather quietly. 

This chapter will explore the vicissitudes in Nazimuddin’s two-year tenure as Bengal’s 

premier and trace how he renegotiated the unfriendly and restrictive political space he 

came to occupy when he accepted the position of a chief minister of yet another coalition 

ministry in Bengal. This chapter presents Nazimuddin as a humdrum political man in a 

tragic and turbulent time, who reinvented his political strategy to meet the practical 

demands of his position. His reinvention was neither radical nor successful; his efforts 

however offer a useful lens for examining the shifting concerns of the British 

Government and the Muslim League through war and famine.  

By 1944 Nazimuddin alone was invested in maintaining the stability of his 

ministry and his position as chief minister. This chapter will answer why. Herbert’s 

decision to invite Nazimuddin, as well as the Muslim League’s approbation of 

Nazimuddin’s coalition ministry, were guided by several considerations: war and famine 

for the British and realization of Pakistan for Jinnah and the Muslim League. This chapter 

will look at how these calculations severely circumscribed Nazimuddin’s political space, 

in ways that Nazimuddin could not fathom, at least not in 1943. While these loyalties 

weighed heavily on Nazimuddin, he did not gain much from these connections when his 

ministry was attacked within the Assembly and his position within Bengal League was 

challenged outside the Assembly. When dissent within the Bengal League grew, 
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Nazimuddin did not find Jinnah backing him.7 Bengal was in the grip of its worst famine 

in 1943 and that made Nazimuddin’s job difficult.8 His inability to assess the impact of 

the famine and the ongoing war on the British Government and Muslim League politics 

acted as a handicap as he tried to steer through the chaotic world of provincial autonomy. 

Nazimuddin alone became invested in maintaining his seat as premier because British 

and Muslim League interests had shifted and Nazimuddin was no longer useful to either 

of them. Nazimuddin’s strength was bureaucratic politics and while it served him well 

upon taking office, he soon realized how outdated his methods had become. He was also 

a moderate politician operating at a time of when extreme political measures and 

ideologies had become commonplace. Keeping his allegiance intact, Nazimuddin 

attempted to respond to immediate challenges but in the process missed signs of more 

fundamental changes that were sweeping Bengal at the time.  

The invisibility of Nazimuddin in historical records is startling. He did not arouse 

very strong responses from his contemporaries or scholars, but instead of gaining from an 

absence of hardened negative opinions about himself, Nazimuddin has suffered by being 

completely overlooked and erased from history. Kamruddin Ahmed, a contemporary 

scholar, a Muslim Leaguer in his early life, writes of April 1943, “the whole country 

seemed to be full of naked, starving, crushed and utterly miserable creatures. Still the 

Muslim League formed the Government on 24
th

 April 1942. Suhrawardy, who took over 

the Department of Civil Supply, found the Government’s stock nil. There was not even a 
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scheme prepared to meet the crisis…”9 Ahmed does not mention Nazimuddin, the Chief 

Minister of the Muslim League government he writes about. Tamizuddin Khan, 

Education Minister in Nazimuddin’s ministry, recalls his own work with the Secondary 

Education Bill but neither does he discuss Nazimuddin nor comment on the fall of the 

ministry of which he was a part.10 Nazimuddin’s moderate stand is well established from 

records left by his contemporaries.11 What stands out in these records is the abundant 

references to Suhrawardy’s politics and his initiatives during famine. The period of 

Nazimuddin’s tenure coincided with the worst years of the famine in Bengal and a 

discussion of famine necessitates mention of Suhrawardy as the Civil Supplies minister. 

While Suhrawardy’s mention is understandable, Nazimuddin’s absence is regrettable. 

Viceroy Wavell, who replaced Linlithgow, had “little opinion” of Suhrawardy as food 

minister, but admitted to “rather” liking Nazimuddin.12 Wavell thought Nazimuddin was 

“straight but incapable” and while it is not a compliment, it stands out as an accurate 

description of a politician who has aroused little interest, even among later scholars and 

historians. Seminal works on all-India Muslim politics and Bengali Hindu politics offer 

interesting analyses of Nazimuddin’s “eroding power” as one of Calcutta’s oligarchs and 

during the same time, his ministry’s threatening influence on local bhadralok such that 

they saw in his rule, “Muslim tyranny.”13 These works identify the need to explore 
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further into Nazimuddin’s governance, but in vain. The focus of key works on Bengali 

Muslim politics during 1943-1945 periods has been only the development of the Pakistan 

movement and the “democratization of the Muslim League.”14 

This chapter serves to bring to light Nazimuddin’s understudied tenure, and his 

politics. Its main contribution will lie in arguing that the famine and the war did not bring 

down the Nazimuddin ministry as is commonly believed. What they did was change the 

political goals of the British and the Muslim League and how they viewed the ministry. 

This loss of support was what hurt Nazimuddin’s ministry. Only through a close study of 

Nazimuddin’s concerns about his position do these nuances come into focus. While 

historiography on this period has focused on the Pakistan movement, it has not asked 

why Nazimuddin, an ardent Muslim Leaguer, is invisible in this narrative. This chapter 

will recount the slow parting of ways between the party and the ministry. In 1943 the 

Muslim League dominated ministry was expected to lead the way for the Pakistan 

movement and grant greater powers and legitimacy to the Bengal League party. By 1944, 

the party was strong and confident and in charge of the movement and it did not need any 

help from Nazimuddin’s ministry, thus trifling his importance. There is evidence that 

Nazimuddin continued to espouse the cause of Pakistan. This chapter will make the case 

that in doing so, by the end of 1943, Nazimuddin was only looking to strengthen himself, 

not the party. His support for Pakistan, albeit genuine, was reiterated not merely for 

emotional and ideological reasons but with purely practical concerns in mind. 

Nazimuddin wanted to forestall his invisibility in Bengal’s Muslim politics. Finally, 

through detailed discussions of his legislative maneuvers and political strategies, this 

chapter will explain how Nazimuddin’s moderation allowed him to stay in office during a 
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chaotic time, something Huq was not able to do despite all his charm and popularity. The 

fall of Nazimuddin’s ministry is not merely a story of a regional ministry losing 

confidence on the floor of the house. It is a story of how politics could no longer be 

contained within the Assembly. The end of the war had pushed national and provincial 

politics to a new zone, and the British had no choice but to continue the conversation 

with Indians outside the confines of the Assembly. This chapter will trace how 

Nazimuddin’s politics interacted with the realities of a brutal famine, an ongoing war and 

the new winds of change blowing the Bengal League, and endeavor to contribute towards 

a little known political history of a “well meaning” but old-fashioned Bengali Muslim 

politician.15 

SET IN STONE: GROUND RULES FOR BENGAL’S SECOND MINISTRY 

Acute shortage of food grains marked an ominous beginning in April 1943 for 

Herbert’s government under Section 93. Herbert also came under fire for this. A letter 

from Linlithgow expressed dissatisfaction with Herbert’s performance in terms of 

providing relief to the people of Bengal in their time of need. Herbert regretted that 

Linlithgow did not feel “entirely happy” with the handling of Bengal’s food policy in the 

past.16 Linlithgow’s letter served to forewarn Herbert. The war condition having 

improved, the Denial Policy was no longer in place in East Bengal. Herbert anticipated 

that this would boost the production of crops and bring down prices. Whatever hopes 

Herbert may have had, the crude reality of the food situation in Bengal ensured that 

Herbert could not shoulder the risk of governing the province under Section 93 for too 

long. It was in his diplomatic interest to govern from behind and have an indigenous 

ministry installed to deflect the much expected criticisms and anger regarding Bengal’s 

worsening food crisis. 
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Herbert also had to weigh other factors. The continuation of Section 93 

“concerned” Linlithgow because it went against the promise of gradual transfer of power 

which the Government of India Act, 1935 stood for.17 With the war still being fought, it 

was perilous for the British to risk igniting nationalist sentiments, something Section 93 

could easily do. Herbert could not afford to incur the Viceroy’s displeasure. In any case, 

he had become fairly unpopular in Bengal because of the tactic he had used to secure 

Huq’s resignation. He had been severely criticized by the press and the public given 

Huq’s popularity among the masses. Of course Herbert had his reasons. The fortnightly 

report on 7 April summed up his political calculations for Bengal. He told Linlithgow, by 

way of justification, that the Huq ministry was a “menace to good government and 

security,” and the time had finally come for an all-round understanding between parties. 

Rooted to reality as he was, Herbert quickly added that if he failed to get a broad based 

government, “a strong ministry without the Caste Hindus, though by no means the ideal 

solution, will be infinitely better than the ministry which has gone if it be remembered (as 

it hardly ever is in Bengal politics) that the war has to be won and the Congress rebellion 

kept under.”18 Herbert felt that declaring Section 93 would give Bengal a “break” to 

secure a “fresh alignment of parties.” Sounding more confident about his decision by the 

end of his report, Herbert signed off stating that he had “blundered into the right solution 

in spite of all political disadvantages.” 

Section 93 was never intended to be anything longer than a “break” and though it 

had its disadvantages, foremost being withdrawal of autonomy from an indigenous 

ministry, Herbert was astute about its advantages. Huq’s government’s main problem had 

become its wavering stand on war and its passive support of the Quit India cause. Section 

93, at least for a while, would reliably protect British interests. What this meant was 

Herbert had to be careful that the withdrawal of Governor’s Rule did not erase the 
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advantages it had surely secured for the British. This is where Khwaja Nazimuddin came 

in, as the right man for the job. On 5 April Nazimuddin had the support of 144 members 

in the House, a solid majority, but no high caste Hindu members. Nazimuddin wanted an 

official commission, primarily to make advances towards the Hindu Mahasabha and the 

Bose group. Nazimuddin’s willingness to have a broad based government was one of the 

reasons Herbert considered him in the first place.19 In the 7 April report Herbert informed 

Linlithgow that he had initiated talks with Nazimuddin and that he was inclined to issue 

an official commission to Nazimuddin. Herbert anticipated some non-cooperation from 

Hindus of West Bengal but hoped that Nazimuddin would be able to counter that with 

“increased cooperation from Muslims of East Bengal and Assam, now under a Muslim 

League ministry.”20 About the war, Herbert would not have to worry at all, because 

Nazimuddin would be an all out supporter of the war effort. Through Nazimuddin’s 

nomination Herbert hoped to bring stability and good governance to Bengal and thus 

rebuild his reputation. 

These initial considerations dictated Herbert’s invitation to Nazimuddin, which 

went out on 13 April. Nazimuddin accepted the offer and soon after began the arduous 

task of forming a coalition ministry. Herbert was worried about the conditions on which 

Nazimuddin would secure his coalition government, especially the terms he would offer 

to the Hindus. He shared the concern of Intelligence Bureau officers that Nazimuddin 

would promise the release of security prisoners in order to win over caste Hindus.  A 

week after he offered Nazimuddin the job, Herbert wrote, “I am convinced that we cannot 

afford to weaken on these points…” Herbert thought that they would be “better off, with 

a  ministry under Nazimuddin, supported by loyal caste and scheduled caste Hindus, but 

without ‘representative’ Hindus whose loyalty is suspect, than without a Ministry at 
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all.”21It is clear from Herbert’s words that internal security and stability were very 

important for him but he knew too well that he had to be flexible. Herbert realized that he 

would have to show some moderation on the question of release of prisoners as well. If 

Nazimuddin was not allowed to make some concessions then there would be no ministry 

and having to continue indefinitely with Section 93 was not an option. So on 7 May, after 

the ministry was in office, Herbert, justifying his “leniency,” wrote: “His [Nazimuddin’s] 

view (for which I think there is much to be said), is that, so long as Bengal has a strong 

anti-Japanese ministry – which he claims the present ministry to be- and so long as the 

war news continues to be good, a certain degree of leniency can be shown in this matter 

of release of political suspects. On the other hand if war news ceases to be good, he 

would advocate a policy of complete non appeasement.”22 Practical consideration aside, 

as Governor, Herbert was “more than helpful” to Nazimuddin. While Herbert had refused 

Huq’s request to expand his ministry of nine by two ministers, Nazimuddin was allowed 

thirteen. He was also allowed a bunch of parliamentary secretaries and Huq was only 

given one. While there was nothing “legally corrupt” in this arrangement, it clearly 

indicated Herbert had opened the “flood gates of political patronage” for Nazimuddin. 23 

Since it was not electoral results that had thrust Nazimuddin to power, Herbert’s 

responsibility became even bigger. He became thoroughly invested in the performance of 

Nazimuddin’s ministry. 

While Jinnah had no say in Herbert’s decision to invite Nazimuddin, Muslim 

League held sway on Nazimuddin.24 The Congress rebellion, the war and the famine 

were not Jinnah’s biggest concerns. 1943 was a crucial year for the Muslim League. With 
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the Congress stalwarts behind bars since August 1942, Muslim League’s biggest 

adversary suffered a heavy blow. It was Muslim League’s moment to shine, to strengthen 

the party and popularize the Pakistan ideology. To them, Nazimuddin’s opportunity for 

premiership in one of British India’s most significant provinces, was means for greater 

visibility, large scale mobilization of Muslim masses (who were a majority in Bengal) 

and increased bargaining power in India’s post war future. Letter exchanges between 

Jinnah and his most trusted source in Bengal, Ispahani, during April 1943, reflect some of 

these stakes. On 2 April Ispahani complained to Jinnah about how the Hindus were 

sabotaging Nazimuddin again and how frightful it would be to be “baulked at the last 

moment.”25 The Hindus were not united and so Nazimuddin made attempts to strike a 

deal with some of them. Ispahani reported how Huq showed up at a Forward Bloc 

meeting and tried to spoil chances of a coalition between Nazimuddin and the Hindus.26 

Tensions ran high in early April for Jinnah. Of course the Muslim League was much 

stronger than it had been two years back, both in the province and the legislature, but 

Ispahani’s worries were infectious and Jinnah remained alert. He was not going to 

squander this opportunity to establish the Muslim League as the only representative party 

for India’s Muslims, including Bengal. He made it clear to Ispahani on 3 April that 

Nazimuddin should agree to none of Herbert’s conditions except that he was being asked 

to form a ministry as leader of the Muslim League.27 Jinnah’s non-negotiable condition 

was that Nazimuddin would not enter into dialogue with any non-Muslim League 

Muslims/Party, meaning Huq or KPP. Jinnah may have calculated that Herbert was not in 

a position to press this condition much, as long as Nazimuddin managed to win over 

some Hindus but at the time when Jinnah was writing this letter, Nazimuddin had not 
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even officially been approached by Herbert to form the ministry and hence it was, 

admittedly, a speculative but courageous stand. Nazimuddin was bound by this decision 

but it was not one he minded. Personally, Nazimuddin did not get along with Huq and 

politically, Nazimuddin was nothing if not a “camp follower” of Jinnah.28 There were 

signs that individual members of the party were leaving KPP to join Nazimuddin and it 

was “unlikely that the exclusion of a party of only about a dozen Muslims will of itself 

cause a breakdown of the negotiations.”29 After 13 April when Nazimuddin had been 

formally invited to form a ministry, Ispahani’s concern was that Nazimuddin should not 

“do as he pleases.” He requested Jinnah to keep Nazimuddin under control. So anxious 

Ispahani was lest Nazimuddin should take a wrong step that he thought, and probably 

advised Nazimuddin, to take matters slowly.30 This correspondence between Jinnah and 

Ispahani reflected how crucial Nazimuddin’s ministry was to Muslim League’s campaign 

for Pakistan. This also meant that Nazimuddin’s ministry was worth safeguarding only as 

long as it worked towards achievement of the Pakistan goal. By itself, even in terms of its 

ideological conformity, it did not matter much to the Muslim League, or Jinnah. 

Jinnah’s formal position on Nazimuddin’s ministry became clear when the 

Muslim League had its 30
th

 Open Session in New Delhi from 24 to 26 April. When the 

Muslim League members met, news from Bengal added to the celebration. As the session 

opened in New Delhi, in Calcutta Nazimuddin took the oath of office along with his 

cabinet ministers. Jinnah delivered the presidential addressin New Delhi. Jinnah wore a 

button on his white sherwani with the letter P engraved on it. Jinnah ridiculed Huq for his 

antics and called him a “traitor” who had “met his Waterloo.”31 He congratulated the 
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Muslims of Bengal on their success and spoke of their sacrifices.32 He said “Bengal has 

shown that there is no more room for duplicity. Bengal has set an example from which others 

may learn.”33 He castigated Punjab’s leaders for their “sectional interests, jealousies, 

tribal notions and selfishness,” and asked them to learn from Bengal. The more important 

part of his speech was not about Bengal but it had clear intimation for Nazimuddin’s 

ministry and the kind of politics it was allowed. Jinnah said: 

“The League is now the voice of the people, the authority of the Millat, and you 

have to bow before it, even though you may be the tallest poppy in the Muslim 

World…This is only the starting point, and it is not what we are willing to make 

sacrifices for the Ministries. We expect the ministries to make all the sacrifices for us. So 

long as these ministries remain within the orbit of the fundamental principles and policy 

of the League, they will certainly have our support, but I want to make it once more clear 

that the time has now come when we will not hesitate to withdraw our support from any 

Ministry.” 34 

Jinnah’s caveat was misplaced at least as far as Nazimuddin was concerned. 

Huq’s defection had dealt a serious blow to the Muslim League and Jinnah had to be 

careful to avoid such an eventuality again. What Jinnah’s speech did not mention was 

that the Muslim League, albeit more popular than it had been in 1940 when Pakistan was 

declared as the Muslim League goal, still did not have the mass base it desired. The 

pursuit of popularity among masses was soon to trump Jinnah’s obsession with having 

the “tallest poppy” “bow” before the League. Jinnah also appealed for the grant of the 
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Pakistan in his speech. Muslim League, he said was moving from strength to strength 

within India and Pakistan could not be denied any more. Deriving strength from Bengal’s 

turn of events and adding voice to Jinnah, Chowdhury Khaliquazzaman reiterated the 

Muslim League Declaration on Pakistan. He said that the Session viewed with “concern 

and grave apprehension” the “failure” of the British government to make an explicit 

declaration on the British Government’s plan for Muslims of India, asked for in the 

resolution passed by the Working Committee of All India Muslim League in Bombay on 

20
th

 August 1942. He said that the Muslim League would not be part of any central 

government or confederacy or accept any federation.35 With Congress leaders in jail, it 

seemed a good time to secure a one-on- one dialogue with the British. For the time being 

it seemed that all Nazimuddin was expected to do was toe the official Muslim League 

line, something he had no qualms doing. 

The opposition against Nazimuddin’s ministry was formed even before he took 

office. Huq who had defected and was then ousted from Muslim League formed the 

opposition almost as soon as he lost his position as chief minister of Bengal. Mookerjee 

who had participated in the previous ministry was firm about not having anything to do 

with a Muslim League led coalition ministry. Writing in his diary, Mookerjee regrets that 

a ministry which was enjoying a clear majority in the legislature had been got rid of by 

unconstitutional acts of the Governor. Herbert was “determined” to install the League in 

office, which he did. But the conditions under which Huq’s resignation was accepted 

were not honored.36 Mookerjee announced to the press that he had been approached by 

Nazimuddin and he would have joined the ministry if it represented all parties, which was 

not the case. On behalf of his party he emphasized that because the “Muslim League 

party on account of its policy of exclusion fails to form a ministry more representative 

than or even as representative as the Huq ministry, the Governor should explore other 
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avenues to end the deadlock.”37 When the ministry was formed on 24 April, all 

Mookerjee and his men had recourse to, was protest. Over the next few days there were 

protest meetings in the Town Hall, at Shraddhanand Park and Hazra Park, to name a few. 

Huq was present in all of them, Mookerjee in some and other non-Muslim League 

Muslims like Abdul Halim Ghuznavi, Humayun Kabir, Syed Badrudduza, Abdul Hamid 

Shah and Ahmed Ali.38 The opposition therefore had a fundamental problem with the 

ministry; they questioned its very legitimacy. The food situation in Bengal became a 

ready tool of attack in the hands of the opposition.  

When Nazimuddin was invited to form a ministry he was well aware of Herbert 

and Jinnah’s considerations. Nazimuddin also knew, having been in opposition himself 

recently, the damage that a strong and determined opposition could cause to his 

legislative politics. But his concerns were allayed one after the other as he attempted to 

form his government. Soon after accepting Herbert’s offer on 13 April, Nazimuddin 

announced that he wanted “true harmony,” among all Bengalis. On behalf of the Muslims 

of Bengal he extended a friendly hand to the Hindu community. He also proclaimed that 

the main aim of ministry was to solve the “complex and vital problem” caused by the 

food situation in Bengal. An equally important concern was to advance the war effort and 

bring relief to those affected by enemy action.39 But before he could start delivering on 

his promises, he had to form a ministry. This aspect of coalition politics was the most 

difficult part, and like Huq, Nazimuddin found himself at sea trying to win over Caste 

Hindus to join his ministry. Nazimuddin was the leader of the Bengal League, but it was 

not a majority party. Due to the war the idea of elections, albeit long due, could not be 

entertained and the ballot alone could confer the title of a majority party on the Bengal 

League. Herbert’s vote of confidence in Nazimuddin did not make it easier for 
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Nazimuddin to form his ministry. After week long negotiations and discussions, 21 of 31 

Scheduled Caste members joined the ministry.40 Three of them “even became cabinet 

ministers.”41 Eight members of the Sarat Bose Group submitted their resignations to the 

non-official Congress Parliamentary party.42 T C Goswami, who had failed to secure a 

position in the cabinet in the previous ministry, confirmed that some of them had been 

approached by Nazimuddin and they liked Nazimuddin’s program, as it paved the way 

for “joint harmonious action.” Since they also appreciated Nazimuddin’s “sincerity of 

purpose” they thought it would be sheer “folly” to refuse to grasp the hand of friendship 

and fellowship extended by Nazimuddin. Goswami added that Congress had always 

sought the cooperation of Muslim League. Goswami had not been able to discuss the 

matter with Sarat Chandra Bose but he was confident that Bose would want the good 

work to be continued. Goswami concluded by saying that the coalition was struck in 

good faith. If later they realized that the program was not working out or there was no 

desire to work it, then they would “retrace” their steps.43 As Mookerjee recalls in his 

diary, T C Goswami, B P Pain and T N Mukherjee “made some excuse or the other” and 

joined the Ministry as cabinet ministers.44 The practice of handing out jobs in lieu of 

votes, in the long run a fatal mistake, worked for the moment. On 24 April Nazimuddin 

finally formed the cabinet in Bengal, took office and oath.45 With Nazimuddin’s swearing 

in, Section 93 that had been imposed on the province after Huq’s resignation came to an 

end. Nazimuddin’s cabinet comprised seven Muslims and six Hindus. 

The success of putting the ministry together, within ten days of officially being 

commissioned by Herbert, concealed for Nazimuddin the constraints of his political space 
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and the complications he automatically inherited by accepting office. The British, the 

Muslim League and the opposition had to be placated by all means to ensure stability of 

the ministry, only that it was impossible to achieve such a feat. It was a gargantuan task, 

yes but more than that the demands and concerns of these groups were so contradictory 

that they were hardwired to disrupt Nazimuddin’s ministry in the long run. The most 

virulent, and yet the least complicated of all these three groups was the opposition. They 

had fundamental problems with Nazimuddin’s ministry and Nazimuddin expected most 

of the criticisms that would come his way on the floor of the house. Nazimuddin also 

knew that administering competently would help to keep down opposition attacks to an 

extent. Where Nazimuddin may have been mistaken was that no matter what Nazimuddin 

did, the fact that his ministry was not an all-party coalition would always weigh heavily 

on him. The manner in which he forged his coalition was precarious, and Nazimuddin 

would have to continue to hand out incentives if he wanted to enjoy majority in the 

house, which again was difficult.46 The British motives were more labyrinthine. At the 

start Nazimuddin found it relatively easy to win over Herbert to the cause of releasing 

prisoners, but Herbert was only the spokesperson. Not only did he not have a permanent 

position, the war, support for which was a big factor in the British zeroing in on 

Nazimuddin, was not going to last forever. In fact by 1943 war conditions had already 

began to look favorable for the Allies. The British had no interest in Nazimuddin’s 

ministry or any other indigenous government in itself. Their only concern was 

fortification of the British imperial order. Whereas British interests did not change, means 

to keep it secure did. In 1943 conducting elections were not in the British government’s 

best interest but in 1945 they became urgent. 
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As for Jinnah and the Muslim League, they had an immediate as well as a long 

term goal. The immediate goal was to secure a Muslim League-led ministry in Bengal, 

the long term goal to secure British word on Pakistan.47 In 1943 it seemed that one might 

lead to the other. The ministry would lead the way to making Muslim League so popular 

that the Pakistan demand could no longer be ignored. Pakistan of the 1940s however was 

not conceived, at least in Bengal, as a ‘separatist or exclusive Muslim political or cultural 

space.”48 Pakistan was used to evoke an aspiration for self determination, social justice 

and a Bengali regional identity. The difference in how this term was defined at the center 

and in the provinces was not reconciled even in 1947. In 1943 these complications did 

not matter. The only important goal was to strengthen the Muslim League in the 

provinces so that eventually Muslim League would be considered important enough to 

represent Muslim opinion in India. What Jinnah, aloof from intricacies of provincial 

politics, did not know was that the masses in Bengal had historically been tied to 

personalities more than parties and Nazimuddin did not have the personality of a mass 

leader. So while Jinnah had high regard for Nazimuddin and his unwavering loyalty, he 

would not let the Pakistan goal suffer. Nazimuddin, on his part realized that the task of 

garnering support for the Bengal League largely took place outside the confines of the 

Assembly, a territory he was least familiar with. The initial successes Nazimuddin had in 

forming his ministry were responsible for the oversight that ultimately caused his 

downfall. Nazimuddin recognized the constraints that the British and Muslim League 

support placed on him, especially in terms of the limited bargaining power he had been 

left with to calm down a disgruntled opposition, but he placed more emphasis on the 

support he got from them. In any case 1943 was so consumed with only one discussion- 
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the famine- that Nazimuddin did not have time initially for the introspection that would 

have enabled him to solve the riddle of Bengal politics and survive it. 

LUCKY CHANCE AT THE WRONG TIME: FAMINE AND WAR  

The famine in Bengal was so destructive, the scale of suffering so massive that it 

is commonly believed to have brought down the Nazimuddin ministry.49 At least 1.5 

million Bengalis died during 1943-44 when food scarcity was at its height. 3 million 

more lives were claimed by famine as epidemic diseases spread, killing those weakened 

by malnutrition.50 True, it put strains on the ministry, so much so that this belief seems 

only logical. It did not however bring down the ministry. The famine was a frontal 

administrative challenge to Nazimuddin’s ministry, one that exposed its inability, its 

ineffectiveness and its limitations. For Nazimuddin however, the famine had a more 

nuanced impact. The famine impacted how the British responded to Nazimuddin’s 

ministry. It upset all British calculations and negated all the advantages that the British 

thought they would gain from Nazimuddin being in power. While the British became less 

and less invested in the survival of the ministry, the ire of the opposition, aimed at 

dislodging Nazimuddin, appeared more and more menacing. Nazimuddin’s politics, 

shaped mainly by his unwavering loyalty to the British, appeared vacuous in the face of 

these challenges. Nazimuddin felt the need to assert himself by July-August 1943 and 

strengthen his political voice, but his actions had to speak first and there lay the problem. 

In October-November, a democratic wave began to sweep the Muslim League party, one 

that unsettled Nazimuddin’s position as scion of the Dacca family. This trend, 

accompanied by a slight improvement in the famine situation, impressed upon 

Nazimuddin the urgency of redefining his politics. The end of the war also seemed 
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imminent which meant the Muslim League party would soon get busy. Nazimuddin 

sought to retain his position of importance within the party by taking a firm stand against 

the British and a stronger stand for Pakistan. In November and December, Nazimuddin 

found the opportunity to reassert himself and reinvent his politics, albeit within 

limitations, that were natural for a mild mannered politician like Nazimuddin. 

Nazimuddin had been granted a lucky chance, but at the wrong time. 

“But famine comes quietly. Even if you’ve been half expecting it there’s still no 

drama; nothing to hear, almost nothing characteristic at first to see, anyway in a city like 

Calcutta, notorious for its swarms of pitiable poor living in squalor near the margin of 

subsistence, its disgraceful organized trade in crippled beggars…”51 

It was the gradual nature of the food crisis that made it difficult to detect, but not 

impossible to prevent. Poems and paintings produced during this period depict the sheer 

neglect of the poor and dying masses.52 Other accounts from the period cover the many 

faces of the famine: food deprivation, starvation, death, and belated but insufficient 

relief.53 Two contemporary accounts from 1943 Bengal reflect on different concerns 

regarding the food crisis. T G Narayan, a journalist for The Hindu visited Calcutta in late 

September. He found the “city with a personality” to have changed drastically since the 

last time he saw it. The pavements were “littered with thousands of beggars- not 

professionals- in every stage of decrepitude. Some were dead, others were dying and all 

were very starved. September passed into October and the pavements became even more 
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crowded with these miserable people. The dead among them were the luckiest.”54 While 

adding the disclaimer that no one person or group could be blamed for something like a 

famine, he found Amery, Secretary of State for India, by virtue of the position he held, to 

be culpable not only for not dealing with the problem soon enough, but also for 

administering relief in the most disorganized manner, be it in terms of hospital 

management for those almost dying or managing gruel kitchens. Amery may have been 

sitting in London but through his networks in India, he kept himself abreast of the 

worsening food situation. His direct contact was Linlithgow, and Linlithgow’s was 

Herbert, who wrote detailed fortnightly reports on the food situation in Bengal.55  

Herbert’s reports looked at the food crisis only from a management point of view, 

perhaps a reason why the death toll was so high. Herbert’s visit to Midnapore in May 

1943 made him realize the extent of the problem and gauge the dependence of the people 

on the government. Midnapore was a one-crop land. The cultivators were waiting for the 

rains to plough the land but the first crop was not to come until December. This meant 

that for six months the government would have to take the responsibility to feed people in 

Midnapore.56 In May Herbert did not have the means to carry out this responsibility. But 

his report does not evaluate the consequences of decline of food availability for people in 

Midnapore. Even when it is clear to him that starvation would soon hit Midnapore his 

report stays silent on the matter. By June-July, starvation had become so widespread that 

it triggered off two phenomena: one, dacoities, which Herbert described as “thefts 
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induced by present economic conditions;”57 two, masses of beggars boarding trains 

without tickets to search for places where food might be available. Herbert worried about 

how “horrifying” the overcrowded third class carriages must be and how these beggars 

were a big threat to security in places like Chittagong.58 But his reports completely 

missed addressing the humanitarian side of the problem. He also did not brainstorm to 

end their starvation. In fact by August when conditions deteriorated so much that 

newspapers felt compelled to report on the horrors, Herbert wished that they would 

publish more on relief, which had come late, and was limited.59 Narayan’s and Herbert’s 

observations show how differently an Indian journalist and a British official saw the same 

humanitarian disaster. Whereas Narayan was struck by human suffering, the possibility 

of administrative breakdown concerned Herbert the most. 

Almost immediately questions on what caused the famine arose. John Bell, a civil 

service officer quickly concluded because the rice deficit was not more than 5%, that 

such a “trifling deficit” should not have caused the famine.60 It is now the accepted 

argument that a shortage of rice did not cause the famine.61 Beyond that primary and 

secondary sources abound on what caused the famine.62 There is agreement on the 

various contributing factors. Differences arise when attributing importance to these 
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factors or looking for trigger events. While some see the “exceptional” cutback of food 

grain in market release to have triggered the famine, others see the war as having made 

relief impossible.63 The war for instance affected the jute trade which in turn affected 

poor farmers and reduced their buying power for high priced grains. Vulnerable social 

groups such jute farmers lost their “exchange entitlement” to food for their subsistence.64 

The war crippled the intricate network of railways in Bengal and impaired river 

communication, thus creating bottleneck for relief work.65 The British Government had 

been warned by non-official Europeans that the war started by Japan would put a strain 

upon the railways and it would produce trade stagnation and shortage of food, but clearly 

no preemptive action had been taken.66 Then there was corruption. Though corruption 

was a feature of the famine, it quickly became the cause behind prolonging it for well 

over a year. The issue of corruption in the ranks of Bengal’s traders, hoarders and even 

the Government had gained so much currency that on 23 August, Herbert had to convince 

Linlithgow that “food sent to Bengal” would “not get wasted.”67 Corruption had also 

become so endemic that even Governors gave up hope about striking it at its roots. When 

Suhrawardy’s Food Drives in August brought out stocks that had been hoarded, Herbert 

pessimistically reported that most holders would “under-declare.”68 It was no mystery to 

Herbert as to why after being caught hoarding, holders would be at liberty to quote their 
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own figures on how much grain they had. Nature also played a constant role in disrupting 

recovery. As if the low yield of crops in December 1942 was not bad enough, in July 

1943 there was a breach in the Damodar Canal Embankment. It caused damage to the 

standing aus crop and the seedlings for the aman crop. It also stopped the main railway 

lines to Calcutta disturbing food distribution channels.69 A high flood on the Damodar 

river on 17 July caused a breach of about 1500 feet and flooded large areas of Burdwan 

district. There was yet another flood on the Damodar river in the first week of August.70 

Nazimuddin’s ministry, or any ministry for that matter, could not have come out 

unscathed, governing during a famine such as this. It was Nazimuddin’s misfortune that 

he became the Premier of Bengal at the time of its worst imaginable crisis. Though he 

was the leader of Bengal’s provincial autonomous government, the ongoing war and the 

impending famine had caused much of this autonomy to be severely restricted. A month 

before assuming office he had critiqued the Huq government for its insensitivity towards 

people’s pain and suffering and for maladministration. As Chief Minister it was now time 

for Nazimuddin to do what he accused Huq of not doing. The inability of the ministry to 

alleviate the situation was blamed on the ministry’s communal nature, which was not a 

good sign, given that it was a coalition ministry with Hindus. It was widely believed in 

1943-1944 that relief was rendered according to religious identities of victims.71 There 

must have been some truth to these allegations because Suhrawardy requested Ispahani, 

the principle agent for rice procurement, to appoint Hindu handling agents to procure rice 

from Bihar and Orissa because both the governments were reluctant to sell grain to the 

Ispahani firm.72 Ispahani was not in the ministry but his close association with the Bengal 
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League and Nazimuddin was known to all. Suhrawardy was not the most upright either. 

He was often known to interfere with relief work, and he was also considered to be 

“better at distributing patronage to the greedy than food to the hungry.”73 The ministry was 

not the most capable but it also had little in the way of freewill and power and this has 

caused the lion’s share of the blame for the famine to fall on the British shoulders. Ian 

Stephens, editor of The Statesman, writing on the Bengal Famine of 1943, stresses the 

massive scale of human suffering and the British Government’s culpability in letting 

famine conditions arise in Bengal from what was an all-India food shortage situation, 

anticipated during wartime. In an editorial Stephens wrote, “we find ourselves amazed by 

their lack of vision…By mumbling that food shortage did not exist, they willed 

themselves into belief that the dread spectacle would vanish.”74 It did not vanish. It 

lingered till 1945. It claimed millions of lives. During 1943 the pressure on the British to 

manage the famine increased so much with every passing month that performing the 

diplomatic task of offering support to Nazimuddin’s ministry to ensure its stability lost its 

priority. The consequences of the constraints that Nazimuddin’s relationship with the 

British had imposed upon him became gradually visible to him upon taking office. 

Nazimuddin realized that Herbert might have opened the “floodgates of patronage” for 

him but it did not ensure a stable ministry nor a permanent position, and definitely not 

goodwill. Faced with a food situation that was “perilously near famine,” Nazimuddin 

could not assess if he had anything to gain at all from this relationship.75 His politics were 

mostly defined by his loyalty towards Muslim League, but also towards the British and 

1943 needed strong initiatives which were not Nazimuddin’s forte. Nazimuddin 
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continued to remain moderate and a loyalist, only because that was the practical thing to 

do.  

 It may not have been clear to all then, but it is now an established fact that the 

famine in Bengal was largely caused by shortcomings in British policies. 1943 was the 

wrong time to be a British supporter, especially in Bengal. So involved were the British 

with the war that in 1942 they did not even have a clear picture of the food situation.76 It 

was not until December 1942 that the British Government realized the extreme 

seriousness of the food crisis. Prices had already started rising in Bengal. Whereas in 

mid-November 1942 a maund of rice cost Rs 9-10, in one month it jumped to Rs 13-14 

and by mid-May 1943 the price was somewhere in the range of Rs 30.77 By the end of 

1943 in some districts rice sold for Rs 100 per maund. With the British and even the 

provincial government in denial district officers watched helplessly for the better part of 

1943 as the rural population began to die of starvation.78 It is not without reason that the 

Bengal famine is considered a “class famine.”79 Of course the disparity in population and 

wealth owned was a “clear portent of the devastation” that was to strike Bengal.80 In eastern 

Bengal especially there was a remarkable lack of commitment on the part of the British 

Government to the prevention of agricultural lands falling in the hands of non-cultivating 
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people. It was not until 1944 that legislation was passed to stop this trend but it was too 

late.81  

Even after Nazimuddin took charge, there was no plan in place to bring relief to 

the unfed population or bring down prices. Even his friends would not credit Nazimuddin 

with strong leadership skills. Calcutta, not its suburbs or beyond, was the focus of 

attention for the British, because of its strategic importance during war.82 To get the show 

running in Calcutta, stocks of the city’s traders were seized and rice was made available 

to industrial workers at subsidized rates. All this was done by ignoring the needs of the 

rural population.83 When the scale of suffering could no longer be dismissed or even kept 

a hushed secret, famine relief was finally undertaken by the Government of India in 

August 1943 but because it came so late it proved to be “inept and inadequate.”84 

Calcutta had become so overcrowded with destitute that at the end of October some 3000 

of them had to be removed to camps outside Calcutta. 450 of them were repatriated to 

their villages.85 By mid-November, on a daily basis some 700 destitute people were being 

“removed” from Calcutta and attempts were made to bump that up to 1000. The total 

number removed to camps by 21 November was 13,186.86 While the situation was not 

good, the ministry was involved with constructive work like never before. The 

Government of India however, kept failing to impress upon London the need for external 
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supplies. From August onwards trainloads of food from the central stocks were sent to 

Bengal and even gruel kitchens were set up but they were not enough.87  

With the appointment of Wavell, Britain’s “best general,” as Governor General of 

India in September 1943, the British began to take some decisive action but even he 

labored under severe constraints, the “irascible” Churchill being one of them.88 His brief 

was to sort out the food situation before it threatened Britain’s military strategy in the 

East.89 Britain had sustained many losses at the hands of the Japanese in 1942 and Britain 

needed to recover. The government feared the repercussions of the Bengal Famine on this 

recovery. So Wavell’s appointment may have been a “military appointment” but his first 

task was not military, it was to bring relief to Bengal’s ailing masses. Interestingly, 

though the war affected recovery from famine during the 1942 and 1943, it was the 

concern with winning the war that actually moved Wavell’s government to deal with the 

famine and attack it at its very roots. News of famine did not reach the outside world until 

September 1943, when it had already reached an acute stage in Bengal. Even then it was 

only a trickle of information. It was not until October that Bengal’s food crisis came up 

for discussion in the British Parliament, making it an official concern. This helped 

Wavell in his efforts. On 20 October, the House of Lords took up the issue at the Indian 

Debate.90 On 4 November, a similar debate took place in the House of Commons where 

among other statements Pethick Lawrence stated that it was “grave responsibility” of the 
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House to discuss the situation and identify a solution.91 In November, American Army 

men saw starving Indians on the streets of Calcutta and quickly then the world came to 

know that Bengal was in the grip of its worst famine. This “lack of candor” stood as the 

gravest charge against Linlithgow and Amery.92 It came as a relief to the British 

administration that December’s aus crop was good but the government could not afford 

to relax if the war was to be won. The famine was perilously close to threatening British 

India’s military strategy and it was this factor primarily that made it possible for Wavell 

to get the help he sought from outside India. 

Initial hesitancy to understand the gravity of the food problem in Bengal led to 

faulty government policies. After Nazimuddin took office, instead of offering a fresh 

solution to solve the crisis he meekly followed the path laid down by Herbert.93 In 1942, 

during Huq’s tenure, when prices first started rising, the provincial government took the 

decision to fix the price to bring relief. This looked like a prompt reaction but the reasons 

for price rise were not taken into consideration. Burma’s occupation by Japan meant that 

Bengal, as an importer of rice from Burma, would be affected. Fixing the price of rice did 

nothing to alleviate, what seemed, real fears of a huge rice shortage. To make matters 

worse the price was fixed at a very low rate.94 Consequently rice started disappearing 

from the market. Just before Nazimuddin came to power, a move towards reversing this 

policy was made. “De-control or free trade had become the rage,” as Stephens put it.95 

The reason for reversal lay in the fact that controlling stocks and prices had led to 

hoarding and disappearance of rice from the market. Herbert admitted that the price of 
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rice was of “all absorbing interest.” The decision to remove all inter-Provincial barriers 

was arrived at in May, Nazimuddin’s first month in office. Herbert however worried that 

many traders would have anticipated that decision and take steps that would “militate 

against its success.”96 In pursuit of enabling real free trade among provinces, Nazimuddin 

and Suhrawardy, who was Minister of Civil Supplies, held meetings with Assam and 

Bihar. While the Governors in these provinces were, in principle, supportive of free trade, 

there were two problems. One, supplies were usually very slow in coming and two, local 

officials, who were substantially influential blocked these arrangements at the grassroots 

level.97 Despite all these efforts, hoarding continued and rice, of its own, did not appear 

in markets. Herbert and Nazimuddin did not realize why controlling stocks had not 

worked before and why opening up free trade would not work in May 1943. Much had 

changed since mid-1942 to May 1943. Psychological fears of shortage and starvation had 

acquired stronger roots, the December 1942 crop had been bad and prices were 

unimaginably high. Bengal was in the grips of famine, only that Nazimuddin’s ministry 

had yet to comprehend the disaster that it was to trigger. 

The scarcity of available food and high prices naturally subjected Nazimuddin’s 

ministry to trenchant criticism from the opposition. Mookerjee’s critique rested on the 

strategy Nazimuddin employed. When the ministry came into power, it carried on a 

persistent propaganda that there was actually no shortage of food but there was 

maladministration accompanied by hoarding. This was the main “burden of its 

propaganda,” according to Mookerjee. It refused to recognize the simple fact that famine 

conditions were real.98 Mookerjee argued that a famine could not be treated without 
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recognizing first that a famine existed. As the ministry started work, May onwards, other 

critiques and complaints emerged, more so because the food situation went from bad to 

worse.99 Nazimuddin realized that Herbert was helpless in offering him any support. On 

20
 
May, Herbert wrote optimistically that the “agitation against the new Ministry has to 

some extent slackened as its opponents are waiting to see whether it can deliver the 

goods.”100 By 8 June, such agitation was “practically limited to Calcutta” and it mainly 

centered on food administration.101 Instead of being good news, this was worse, because 

the opposition put all its efforts into attacking the government on the one issue that it was 

unable to manage. Considering the daily rise of unfed population and death tolls, the 

agitation had enough potential to bring down Nazimuddin’s government. By June, 

Nazimuddin began to harbor serious doubts about how he would placate the opposition in 

the Assembly when it met in July. With the rice problem far from solved, Nazimuddin 

knew that his apprehensions were not misplaced.102 

The July session confirmed for Nazimuddin the ineffectiveness of his ties with the 

British as far as provincial politics were concerned. On the face of it, the ministry 

performed rather well. Considering that millions were starving, anything short of a no-

confidence motion must have come as a relief to Nazimuddin. The session lasted between 

5 to 14 July. On two issues related to food, the ministry had majorities, excluding 

European support. This success would help the ministry in attracting more members to its 

side.103 The food debate which took three days was wound up on 14 July, when the 

House was prorogued following a division. In the division, the government got 134 votes 
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as against the opposition’s 88. This “impressive victory” came as a big surprise.104 

Nazimuddin was however not willing to be complacent as some red flags had been 

raised. One, budget demands were ruled out of order by Nausher Ali on 6
th

 and 7
th

 

July.105 The opposition was dissatisfied that a new financial statement had not been 

prepared and the ministry sought to carry out the remains of Huq’s budget. Herbert 

became very alarmed at Nausher Ali’s flaunting of power and position but all he could do 

was nudge Nazimuddin to do something about it. Two, the opposition moved a resolution 

demanding immediate release of political prisoners. Nazimuddin had promised to give it 

the highest priority but he also knew that he was not in a position to act upon it 

immediately. The ministry was saved because the opposition, surprisingly, was not 

willing to divide the House on the resolution.106 Nazimuddin could not count on the 

opposition’s grace to run his government, but it is also true that in striking a coalition 

ministry with Hindus, Nazimuddin had made promises he was not in a position to keep. 

These Hindu legislators’ loyalty could therefore not be relied upon. Three, while 

Nazimuddin owed his position to the fact that the British would not hold elections, it also 

meant that Nazimuddin was saddled with legislators who were enjoying an indefinite 

tenure and lacked drive. Herbert realized that to make a government work in the time of 

famine, with such “unscrupulous” legislators was a big challenge for Nazimuddin.107 

The next hurdle for Nazimuddin was the September Session. A big change had 

taken place in Bengal politics in August, at least as far as Nazimuddin was concerned. 
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Herbert had taken ill and was replaced by T G Rutherford as acting Governor of Bengal. 

Before leaving, Herbert had written an earnest letter to Nazimuddin urging him to be 

tougher with his colleagues.108 The advice was important and timely, but it could not 

compensate for the loss of support Nazimuddin was to experience. Herbert had been a big 

source of strength for the ministry. Writing on 28 August, when the ministry had been in 

office for 5 months, Herbert still had no compunction taking the line that unlike Huq’s 

ministry, Nazimuddin’s ministry was trying their best, though there were no visible 

results.109 He was firm with the ministry when it was needed but in public he always 

stood by them. In August, as per Herbert’s order, Stevens took charge of Civil Supplies 

along with Suhrawardy, who was working so very hard, Herbert thought, that it was 

becoming counter-productive.110 Herbert and Nazimuddin’s partnership rendered some 

element of stability to the province when nothing else was going smoothly. Nazimuddin 

never developed the same friendship with Rutherford, who was temporary, or Richard 

Casey, who came later in the year as Bengal’s next Governor. Wavell, who replaced 

Linlithgow as Viceroy, was “disappointed” with Rutherford. Wavell thought he had “no 

fire in him” and was “no use now, for rough stuff.”111 Nazimuddin did not gain anything 

by Rutherford’s appointment, in terms of expertise in handling the famine. 

The Assembly met again for its Autumn Session, from 14 to 28 September. As 

corrective to the July endeavor to get the budget passed, T C Goswami prepared a new 

financial statement for 1943-44. He announced that there was a deficit of 7,36,00,000. To 

reduce the startling gap between expenditure and revenue he introduced the Agricultural 
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Income Tax Bill.112 The decision about fresh taxation had to be taken to deal with 

Bengal’s debts, caused by an expensive war and a famine. The Maharaja of Cossimbazar 

thought that the bill was just one more instance of how “unsympathetic” the government 

was. Nalinakshya Sanyal of official Congress said the measure was not bad but the 

timing was incorrect for such a controversial legislation. There was no major division 

however.113 Despite protests the budget was authenticated by end of the session.114 The 

more divisive of issues was the famine. On 15 September Suhrawardy read out the 

statement on the food situation; it was only 45 minutes long and no measures were 

discussed.115 On 17 September Mookerjee moved the motion that the government had 

failed in the “elementary responsibility” of any civilized government.116 On 20 

September, the Assembly, by 115 to 69 votes rejected the cut motion of Rai Harendra 

Nath Chaudhury of the Bose Group who alleged that the government had failed to declare 

famine in Bengal at the right time.117 The ministry did not collapse but Nazimuddin knew 

too well that the time had come to rethink his political actions. The famine conditions 

were such that the opposition for all its critiques would probably not want to form the 

government right then. Nazimuddin tried to come to some arrangement with the 

Opposition to end hostilities, at least with regard to food.118 He also resorted to expanding 

the cabinet, yet again, by including representatives of the Hindu Mahasabha and the 

Santosh Basu section of Forward Bloc, but negotiations broke down.119 Of course 
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Nazimuddin continued to enjoy a majority on the floor of the house but he could not let 

that delude him into believing that that was enough. He could not deny the fact that in his 

very own Dacca, grain had become unavailable in stores, except at a very high price.120 

With the session over, the opposition would continue its attacks against the ministry over 

the food situation, outside the Assembly, a no-comfort zone for Nazimuddin. 

The war situation was better as compared to the famine but it did not augur well 

for Nazimuddin. The war, more than the famine, impacted Muslim League’s political 

calculations. As soon as the war was over, and signs for that were plenty, discussions on 

transfer of power would start. Muslim League had to mobilize Muslim opinion for 

Pakistan and Nazimuddin’s ministry was in no position to help. This is where Bengal 

League acquired unprecedented importance. The manner in which this mobilization was 

planned was not to Jinnah’s liking and the people who initiated the work were not 

Jinnah’s men but Jinnah was more interested in getting the job done.121 Faced with 

administrative duties, Nazimuddin had no role to play in this historic achievement of the 

Bengal League. As if the food crisis, the opposition and an ever-waning support from the 

British for Nazimuddin’s ministry was not enough, trouble started brewing within the 

Bengal League, a space becoming increasingly unfamiliar for Nazimuddin. While 

Nazimuddin struggled to keep his position in the party, Jinnah stepped back and let 

Bengal League politics take its own course. The Bengal League had historically been 

represented and controlled by the landed aristocracy. From the late 1930s the 

demographics began to change as the Bengal League embarked on a policy of broadening 

its base. In 1941 this effort picked up speed. In November 1943 with the appointment of 
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Abul Hashim as General Secretary of the party, many fundamental changes were initiated 

and consequently Muslim League began to acquire a more middle-class base.122 In 1943 

the working committee of the All India Muslim League adopted a resolution to the effect 

that persons holding parliamentary offices would not hold any position in the Muslim 

League party organization. This meant that Suhrawardy, who was General Secretary, had 

to give up his post if he wished to continue as Civil Supplies minister. Though 

Suhrawardy gave up his position he managed to keep control over the organization 

through his relationship with Abul Hashim, who replaced him. Hashim writes that he was 

“not acceptable” to Nazimuddin and Nazimuddin tried relentlessly to nominate 

candidates who would defeat Hashim in the election. Hashim won by a comfortable 

majority. His acceptance speech was a “signal for liquidation of the pocket League of the 

Khwaja.”123 Nazimuddin, true to his education and social status never came out openly in 

opposition to Hashim or attacked him personally. Before Hashim was elected, 

Nazimuddin had accompanied Liaqat Ali Khan to Burdwan as Hashim’s guest.124 After 

Hashim was elected, boarders of the Taylor Hostel arranged a reception for Hashim’s 

victory. Nazimuddin was present at the reception.125 When Hashim requested 

Nazimuddin to ensure that all Muslim League members of the legislature who resided at 

the provincial Muslim League office vacate it, Nazimuddin complied.126 These are some 

instances of how Nazimuddin did not let his personal rivalry come in the way of his being 
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a Muslim League loyalist. Hashim’s work as general secretary was geared towards 

making the Muslim League stronger. 

Though Hashim’s motive was to organize the Muslim League “from the grass 

roots” a personal attack against Nazimuddin was unavoidable. Hashim observed that the 

Provincial Muslim League was “in the pockets of the Khwajas of Ahsan Manzil. Nine 

members of the Dacca Nawab family were members of the Bengal Provincial Legislative 

Assembly…”127 The only way to democratize the Bengal League was to destroy the 

influence of the Dacca family. For Nazimuddin, a counter plan had become a must. 

Hashim wanted the Government to be subjected to the discipline of the party and not the 

other way round. This became a growing concern for Nazimuddin, especially because of 

the speed with which Hashim worked on introducing discipline within the Muslim 

League, even in district offices, thereby eroding the controlling power of the Ahsan 

Manzil little by little.128 As the Muslim League gained strength, Nazimuddin, heading a 

ministry that was unable to solve the food crisis in Bengal, began to look small and 

ineffective. Suhrawardy, Nazimuddin’s Civil Supplies minister, did not seem to be as 

affected by the criticisms. This was because of his relationship with Hashim.129 Whereas 

Hashim was interested in developing his leadership within the party, Suhrawardy was 

inclined towards parliamentary leadership. It was easy for them to work together, 

definitely in 1943, when Suhrawardy was not running the ministry himself. Suhrawardy, 

in any case was known as an organizer himself. He was responsible, along with Hashim 
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for popularizing the Pakistan idea in Bengal.130 Having failed in 1941 and 1943 to become 

leader of the League in the Assembly, Suhrawardy had decided to build his power base 

outside.131 By November it was clear that the Bengal League consolidation would 

happen through the party organ only and not through parliamentary politics, which put 

Nazimuddin in a rather odd position. The ministry remained “cautious, conservative and 

subservient to the Governor and the colonial bureaucracy,” whereas the League party 

organization under a new radical leadership from the winter of 1943 began to take a 

clearer anti-landlord and anti-grain merchant stand,” and earned popularity.132 

Contemporaries observed that Suhrawardy was the man for the job of making Muslim 

League popular.133 Nazimuddin did not figure in this new Muslim League story of hope. 

Nazimuddin tried to make himself politically more relevant, more audible and 

more visible. From April to October 1943, his sole activity was food price control and 

famine relief. Whereas by the end of the year the food situation improved, his critics 

unfailingly pointed out what more needed to be done. From the start of his tenure 

Nazimuddin had been associated with failure and loss. In November 1943, Nazimuddin 

tried to change some of this. The occasion was the All India Muslim League Council 

meeting in New Delhi. On 14 November, Nazimuddin, as premier of Bengal took his 

place on the dais as Jinnah delivered the opening address. Without mincing words Jinnah 

expressed his frustrations with the British government. He said, “This maneuvering on 

the part of the British to create the impression that there should be a United Central 
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Government of India shows that the die-hard Tories who rule Great Britain do not wish to 

release their hold on this country.”134 Pakistan, Jinnah said, meant freedom for Hindus as 

well as Muslims. There could be no Pakistan without the Hindus getting freedom in their 

Hindustan. Jinnah spoke on a variety of issues, but unlike most of his speeches, he spared 

the Congress. He mainly took issue with the British. In the last April session, Jinnah was 

full of hope that he would be able to work out an arrangement with the British, without 

the interference of the Congress. By November he had become embittered that his hopes 

had been misplaced. Nazimuddin, who had to bear the brunt of mistakes in British policy 

making in Bengal, found in Jinnah’s speech a license to vent his own grievances against 

the British Government. Speaking on 15 November about the conditions under which he 

took office, Nazimuddin recalled how “about that time the Government of India 

announced their basic plan under which Bengal was to get 7,93,000 tons of foodgrains. 

Soon after it became evident that the basic plan had failed and the Government of India 

were not in a position to implement their promise.” Bengal ultimately got only 73, 494 

tons of grains.135 

Starting with this, Nazimuddin carefully presented details on how month after 

month Bengal fell victim to false hopes and unsympathetic policies. For a British loyalist 

like Nazimuddin this was a first. This open and frank discussion on how his ministry’s 

hands were tied in terms of rendering famine relief was an indication that Nazimuddin 

was hardening his political stance. Nazimuddin may have owed his nomination to 

Herbert, but Herbert was no longer in office. Even while he was around, it had become 

clear to Nazimuddin that Herbert’s patronage had its practical limitations. From the time 

he had occupied office, Nazimuddin was just implementing British policies. They did not 

work well and Nazimuddin had to bear the brunt of the criticism. With the civil supplies 
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portfolio assigned to Suhrawardy, Nazimuddin became irrelevant at times and he did not 

have the administrative prowess to throw his weight around as chief minister and make a 

difference. Perhaps blind to his own shortcomings, or not, Nazimudddin had to use this 

opportunity to not just add voice to what Jinnah had said but to share his own political 

beliefs. 

Nazimuddin went on to explicate that “a Central Government with autonomous 

provinces cannot deal with a situation the like of which we have had to face in Bengal. 

The Central Government has failed and will always fail to induce autonomous provinces 

to part with surplus food stuff at the expense of their own people. The Ministry and their 

supporters, both in Orissa and Assam gave an ultimatum to the Government of India and 

even the provinces ruled under Section 93, in spite of being directly under the Central 

Government, practically refused to cooperate with the policy of the Central 

Government.” If Bengal were independent, Nazimuddin argued, it would not have looked 

for outside assistance or formulated a policy to meet the situation. Bengal, independent 

would have more control over transport, be it railways or inland river service. Explaining 

the rationale behind the Muslim League demand for “independent Governments for areas 

they are in a majority,” Nazimuddin said that autonomy was not enough because it 

restricted what a province could do. Financial manipulations would continue to encumber 

an autonomous province unless and until it became independent.136 Whereas Nazimuddin 

had hardly spoken publicly from the time he became chief minister, in this Muslim 

League session Nazimuddin found his voice again as a provincial politician. His speech 

reflected “sentiments of centro-phobia.”137 Nazimuddin’s speech served to make clear his 

political stand on Pakistan at a time when discussion in Bengal was heavily centered on 
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the famine. By doing this he was able to re-enter the political conversation going on 

within the Bengal League. A month later, Muslim League had its open session in 

Haroonabad, Karachi, where Nazimuddin again reiterated Bengal’s plight, mainly caused 

by the Government of India. He made a direct attack on the Government of India calling 

it the supporter and protector of vested interests, unlike Muslim League ministries which 

always worked for the masses.138 In what came across as a very genuine appeal, 

Nazimuddin asked doctors to consider serving in Bengal as there was a dearth of medical 

professionals in the province. Nazimuddin continued to refrain from making any anti-

Congress or anti-Hindu statement, mindful of his position as head of a coalition. He 

rubbished Savarkar’s allegations that Hindus were being forcibly converted to Islam in 

return for food. Nazimuddin said that neither Mookerjee nor any other Hindu in Bengal 

had made these kinds of allegations. 139 Interestingly, as Nazimuddin formulated his new 

strategy to develop a stronger political voice and render more aggressive support to the 

Pakistan cause, he did not imbue it with any ideological position.  

1943 therefore ended very differently for Nazimuddin. He started without a plan 

in place. By the end of the year he had a more defined, though not as radical, plan to 

work with, and test in 1944. Nazimuddin was an important figure in both these sessions 

in Delhi and Karachi. Muslim League celebrated that a Leaguer was a chief minister of a 

significant province like Bengal but back in Bengal, Nazimuddin was increasingly 

becoming a lone figure. In both his speeches Nazimuddin is careful not to mention the 

Muslim League party. So insecure had his place become within the party, that he 

repeatedly flaunted the merits of “Muslim League ministries.” Nazimuddin knew better 

than any one else that he was in charge of a coalition ministry, not a Muslim League 

ministry. While it is clear that Nazimuddin hoped to reap political advantage by taking a 
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strong stand against the British and showing his support for the Pakistan idea, the 

moderation that characterized him and his politics was still strongly noticeable in his 

speeches. The main focus of his speech was how the Government of India had failed 

Bengal. Yet, when wrapping up his speech in New Delhi, Nazimuddin thanked the 

Viceroy for the steps he had taken to bring immediate relief to Bengal. True, Wavell had 

come as a blessing after Linlithgow, but by thanking him Nazimuddin reduced the 

temerity of his speech, and also wrongly, dissociated the Viceroy from the Government 

of India. To people in Bengal, ailing as they were from insensitivity of the British 

Government, it seemed that Nazimuddin went far, but not enough and not all the way. 

Similarly, Nazimuddin’s argument about how an independent province would fare better 

in times of famine as compared to an autonomous province was not clearly explained. 

The reason Orissa and Bihar did not help Bengal was less because of their autonomous 

status but more because they themselves were facing food shortage themselves.140 In any 

case, subservience to the British and to the Muslim League was no guarantee of security 

and Nazimuddin knew the realities of his position better at the end of 1943 and was 

therefore better prepared to face the year ahead.  

THE CHALLENGE OF A RECOVERY: NEGOTIATING UNVIABLE POLITICS 

1943 had been a rough year for Nazimuddin. He had managed to keep a majority 

in the Assembly amidst a famine and that was perhaps the only good news. The challenge 

that he faced from within the Bengal League looked formidable but it was new. 

Nazimuddin could hope to meet the challenge but he would have to play his cards 

carefully. With the Congress pretty much inactive in 1943 and likely to be so in 1944, 

Nazimuddin’s use of political rhetoric was constricted. To remain relevant in Muslim 

League politics, outside of the parliamentary ministry that he headed, he would have to 
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back the Pakistan idea. His speeches towards the end of 1943 in New Delhi and Karachi 

had firmly ensconced his politics in that regard but there was a risk. With Congress 

leaders in jail, the only real roadblock to the realization of the Pakistan idea was the 

British Government. Passionate espousal of Pakistan implied attacking the British. 

Though his position as chief minister was not made any safer by British support of his 

ministry, he could not afford a fall out with either Governor or Viceroy. So even if he 

blamed the British for faulty policies during famine, or hesitancy to grant Pakistan to 

Indian Muslims, he would have to sugar coat it. 1944, for Nazimuddin had to be a year of 

recovery. Famine conditions would have to improve, though there was little Nazimuddin 

could do about it. More importantly, for the sake of his political career, Nazimuddin 

would have to do something about his bleak and unstable chief ministerial tenure, his sole 

passport for significance in the provincial political world. This meant working both 

within and outside the Assembly. The opposition in the Assembly would have to be 

placated and if need be, tamed. But the nature of their attacks would depend, of several 

other factors, on how well the Nazimuddin ministry handled famine. The opposition 

would also strike outside the Assembly, a political space less familiar to Nazimuddin. In 

the new direction that Hashim had set for Bengal League, this space outside the 

Assembly had become political and populated by Muslim Leaguers. Nazimuddin’s arena 

of expertise was however bureaucratic politics and stormy Assembly sessions did not 

unnerve him. But outside the Assembly, he was a novice. He was not a man for mass 

politics, and unlike Suhrawardy, he did not have Hashim out there. But as in 1943, 

politics was held hostage to the issue of the famine. 

1944 was a different kind of a famine year. The world was watching British 

handling of Bengal’s famine. The British were deemed to have committed an 

unforgivable offence in letting the Bengal economy crumble in the way that it did before 

and during the famine year of 1943, despite Bengal and India’s strategic importance to 

the British. From November 1943 onwards, Amery had to speak in the House of 
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Commons, several times, on Bengal Famine and the progress being made on relief.141 

Even the European Group in the Assembly could no longer remain silent. In March 1944 

when the budget discussion resumed in the Bengal Council, W Laidlaw appealed to the 

house to support the finance minister, Goswami, in his efforts to obtain financial 

assistance from the Centre. Laidlaw said that Bengal was always being treated by the 

Centre as “Cinderella.” It was time now, with the war on Bengal’s borders, for Bengal 

not just to get equal but “preferential treatment.”142 It is interesting to see how the official 

narrative on famine underwent a change and how government policy and ministerial 

action for relief responded to it. Whereas Herbert’s reports were vague about famine in 

terms of its human loss and magnitude, Rutherford’s and Casey’s were more detailed 

about the human aspect of this historic and long drawn suffering. This slow but steady 

improvement continued, barring some concerns about a second famine. Casey, the 

Governor of Bengal, who replaced Rutherford, reported in July 1944 that as far as food 

situation in Bengal went, it was “almost out of the wood.” There was enough rice 

purchased to see Bengal through the next aman crop. Casey did not mean that the trouble 

was over, only that everything was under control as the Government would keep buying 

food until next year’s aman harvest.143 There were certain alarms like an increase in the 

prices of fish and vegetables.144 While these caused great hardship for the average 

householder, Casey confidently asserted that the threat of a second famine had “definitely 

receded.”145 Credit for this also went to Wavell, who brought with him a new kind of 

work ethic that Linlithgow has failed to exhibit, despite his long years of association with 

India. Wavell was able to put his fears about a second famine to rest when he obtained 

food supplies, by his own arrangement, from Claude Auchinleck and Louis Mountbatten, 
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respectively, Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army and Supreme Commander of 

Allies in South-East Asia. They both agreed to concede 10% cut from their quota of 

military supplies. 1944 did see a high rate of deaths.146 Despite a record rice harvest in 

December 1943, continuing problems of distribution and epidemics stalking a famine-

ravaged land made the rising death toll almost impossible to contain. However, under 

vigilant British administrators working consistently at all levels of the Government, by 

end of 1944 famine conditions seemed far less menacing than the year before.  

 

Nazimuddin’s ministry was allowed a very marginal role in this story of 

government aided relief. In 1944, the ministry’s meek implementation of British policies 

continued, except that now it was the Government of India dictating to the ministry what 

needed to be done. There was still ample opportunities to make a difference, but not for 

Nazimuddin. Suhrawardy as Civil Supplies minister oversaw the distribution and 

rationing of food in Bengal. While food was being provided to deal with immediate 

starvation, a policy to reverse free trade was also adopted. Decisions were taken to pool 

food resources and distribute them among the needy.147 Rationing started in Calcutta on 

31 January 1944. Homes for the destitute were also being built in Calcutta.148 In tune 

with all this, Suhrawardy’s Civil Supplies department issued a notice that the price of rice 

and paddy would be further lowered to allow more people access to food. The deadline of 

June 15 was set and in most areas it was met as well.149 Even though the provincial 

government looked confident, J P Srivastava, Food Member Government of India  issued 

                                                 
146 Amartya Sen, Poverty and Famines : An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation (Oxford; New York: 

Clarendon Press ; Oxford University Press, 1981), 55. 
147 E. M. Collingham, The Taste of War : World War II and the Battle for Food (New York: Penguin Press, 

2012).p150. 
148 , The Statesman, 12 March 1944. 
149 , Ibid., 6 June. 



187 

 

a statement where he assured that food would continue to be imported and that they 

would not stop with their efforts to supply Bengal with food.150 The improvement in the 

famine situation must have come as a relief to Nazimuddin, but it was equally important 

to ascertain that Nazimuddin was associated with this positive development. 

The Assembly became the testing ground for Nazimuddin’s ministry, especially 

because the positioning of the opposition would indicate if Nazimuddin had benefitted at 

all from the furtherance of the famine relief enterprise. Barring the fact that any such 

expectation would be unfair, as Nazimuddin had very little to do with actual relief work 

and planning, the timing of the Assembly was rather unfortunate for Nazimuddin. 

Whereas famine conditions improved gradually and the psychological fear of famine 

started to dissipate only towards the later half of 1944, the Assembly met on 1 February 

1944 for what turned out to be its longest budget session. It was prorogued on 24 June. 

Unlike the previous session in 1943, Nazimuddin went in more alert, more political and 

more prepared and hoped to emerge stronger.  On the very first day, Nalinakshya Sanyal, 

Official Whip of the Congress Party, moved an adjournment motion to discuss the 

“distress” and the “panic” among people of Bengal due price rise in rice and paddy. 

Others from the opposition supported this motion and took their turns to censure the 

government. From the ministry, Suhrawardy confidently stated that there was no truth in 

those allegations and there was no distress or panic. On 4 February, the issue of cattle 

slaughter for defense was raised by the opposition. D N Sen argued that if indeed it was 

for defense, cattle should be imported. Nazimuddin usually did not intervene in debates 

and let his ministers do the talking. But this session was of utmost importance to him and 

the topic of the cattle was a potentially communally sensitive, so Nazimuddin partook in 
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the debate. He said that Major General Stuart had assured Nazimuddin that civil supplies 

would not be affected and it would not trigger a second famine. The ministry had faced 

its share of allegations but when Nazimuddin intervened this time, the matter was put to 

rest, reflecting that he still enjoyed some goodwill. The start did not look so bad but 

clearly the opposition was not going to be easy and every bill would be opposed and 

fought.  

There was a growing deficit in Bengal and fresh taxes needed to be imposed for 

the government to function. The Agricultural Income Tax Bill was introduced by finance 

minister, T C Goswami. When Goswami sought to increase the revenue by raising the 

rate of tax leviable under the Act from three pies to six pies in the rupee, there was uproar 

in the Assembly.151 The Bill was debated and went through multiple readings. The 

opposition’s main problem was not the tax itself but the fact that it was not earmarked 

how much of the tax would be used for agricultural improvement.152 S N Biswas of the 

Bose Group in the opposition wanted recommittal of the Bill to the Select Committee. 

The motion was lost 92 to 54 votes.153 The Bill was passed end of April, by 99 to 68 

votes.154 It was a big accomplishment for the government. For Nazimuddin the changing 

nature of legislative politics was revealing itself, where majority votes in the Assembly 

were no indication of how long Nazimuddin’s ministry would stay put. The Secondary 

Education Amendment Bill was a case in point. When the Bill was introduced, 

Mookerjee became the prime mover against it. The Bill would attack the roots of Hindu 

domination over secondary education and instead organize a Board of Directors 
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comprising an equal number of Hindus and Muslims, and because Hindus would include 

Scheduled Castes, the high castes would become a minority in the Board.155 The debates 

were intense and the opposition was deeply invested in maintaining their hold over the 

secondary education sector. Mookerjee’s argument was that secondary education drew 

far more Hindus than Muslims and therefore it would be unfair to have equality in the 

governing body.156 The ministry failed to get the Bill passed.  

Bills apart, the ministry continued to be questioned on various other positions and 

initiatives. On 14 February, Mookerjee raised the cry that rationing scheme in Bengal, 

then a two week old program, had defects that would endanger the life of the people if 

not checked immediately. Because he did not reveal the nature of the defect or its impact 

on the life of the people, Nausher Ali ruled out the motion, without assigning any 

reason.157 On 16 February the ministry was asked about Sarat Bose’s release. Again, 

Nazimuddin, detecting the sensitive nature of the question, intervened and clarified that 

the Bengal government had no locus standi on the matter of Sarat Bose’s release. 

Nazimuddin admitted to knowing that the allowance given to Bose’ family did not even 

cover his insurance premium, but he also added that officially he was not privy to this 

information.158 Nazimuddin even admitted that in his personal capacity he could have 

take steps to ensure Sarat Bose’s release but surprisingly the matter ended there. No other 

Bengali Muslim politician would have been let off so easily after the kind of frank 
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admission Nazimuddin made. That there is nothing more on this matter at least shows 

that Nazimuddin was not held culpable for Sarat Bose’s continued detention.  

So while the opposition cut Nazimuddin some slack, they were not willing to be 

as kind towards his ministry. Not just the opposition, even from within the ranks of his 

supporters Nazimuddin did not always get good response. As the budget session 

prolonged, Nazimuddin found it harder and harder to keep control over his men. In early 

May, two Hindu parliamentary secretaries and three Scheduled Caste members joined the 

opposition. Casey wrote in his report that the opposition was adopting a policy of 

“obstruction and intimidation on the floor of the house and outside” to subject 

Nazimuddin’s ministry to a process of attrition.159 Nazimuddin’s options were to either 

move for the dismissal of Nausher Ali or “remain indefinitely in the ridiculous and 

dangerous position.”160 It continued to be rough for the ministry. In June, 11 ministers 

joined the opposition in the Bengal Assembly. There was also a walk-out by the 

opposition, aimed probably at showing off its new strength. This was followed by no-

confidence motions against B Pain and Shahabuddin, two other ministers. The ministry 

did well despite the recent defections, because the no-confidence motion was rejected in 

the Assembly by 119 to 106 votes.161 It was however a narrow escape. Later in the 

month, the Speaker prorogued the Assembly on the advice of the ministers. The 

opposition did not like this arbitrary manner of prorogation and walked out again. As a 

result of both the prorogation and the walk out, the no-confidence motion against 

Minister of Labor, Commerce and Industry, Shahabuddin, came to nothing.162 
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Nazimuddin told The Statesman that the defections reduced the majority but did not 

affect the position of the ministry which would get better soon. Nazimuddin may not 

have shared his insecurities with a newspaper but contemporary accounts also do not 

speak of a very worried Nazimuddin. Assembly politics, however badly they went, and 

they did go badly in the budget session, did not paralyze Nazimuddin because he knew 

his way around. Casey’s report on 4 July 1944 showed that from February to June, the 

Government side had lost 16 members and the opposition had gained 9. This was 

worrisome news but Nazimuddin remained optimistic.163 No major events took place in 

the Autumn Session which met on 20 November, and ended after a 16-day sitting. The 

ministry survived.  

The survival of the ministry was not all that Nazimuddin had hoped for. He would 

have wanted a stronger position but for that he would have to strike deals outside the 

Assembly. Nazimuddin’s bigger worry was how Casey and Wavell perceived his 

position. Nazimuddin could be sure that Casey would not do to him what Herbert did to 

Huq, but there were a range of options the British could exercise between playing 

kingmakers, as they did when they invited Nazimuddin to form the ministry and secured 

forced resignations as in Huq’s case. In January 1944, Wavell had recommended Section 

93 for Bengal to Amery.164 One month into the budget session Casey was confident that 

Nazimuddin would lose in a major issue but also said it was a “possibility.”165 End of 

May, after the first set of members walked over to the opposition and the ministry ran 

into difficulties with the Secondary Education Bill, Wavell thought that Casey “might 
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after all resort to Section 93.” Wavell understood that the main problem with getting the 

bill passed was that Nazimuddin did not have “energy or courage to force a difficult 

matter through….”166 The British were in general frustrated with the administrative 

machinery in Bengal and Casey was keen on an “overhaul.”167 The agriculture 

department in particular was inefficient. After the budget session ended Casey 

commented, “If the Nazimuddin government were to fall, it would no doubt be 

represented to me that a Government with a large and stable majority could be formed 

from the present opposition and from the members of the present Government who would 

desert Nazimuddin.”168 These correspondences offer an insight into the British mind and 

how they had lost enthusiasm for Nazimuddin’s ministry. The British had expected 

Nazimuddin’s ministry to bring stability to Bengal but that had not happened. 

Nazimuddin had cobbled together a ministry but within a year of its coming together 

floor crossing in the Assembly had started. Nazimuddin’s ministry was envisioned by 

Herbert to be a bulwark against Indian criticism of the effects of war and famine on 

Bengal. The ministry had not only failed miserably to deflect these attacks, Nazimuddin 

had delivered public speeches blaming the British for the famine disaster. In these 

circumstances the British naturally had little reason to offer protection to Nazimuddin and 

in some cases they were powerless to do so. 

Fortunately for Nazimuddin, Casey still preferred him to other possible candidates 

like Huq or the Nawab of Dacca. As for Suhrawardy, who was becoming increasingly 

popular, the only way he could become chief minister in 1944 was by causing a split in 
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the Muslim League, something Casey was keen to avoid.169 It was lack of a better 

alternative candidate/ministry that made the British continue to offer lukewarm support to 

Nazimuddin’s ministry. Nazimuddin did not take this support for granted, nor did he 

attach much importance to it. Once the budget session was over he tried to start 

negotiations again to make the Government side stronger.  In September, for a fleeting 

moment it looked like Nazimuddin’s optimism had paid off. He was able to persuade his 

cousin, the Nawab of Dacca, to join him. Nazimuddin was confident about getting twelve 

more members on the Government side.170 Casey was led to believe that Nazimuddin was 

steadily approaching his target of making up for the loss in the ministry’s numerical 

strength. By October, however, the members who promised to join Nazimuddin retracted 

from their word. Nazimuddin was forced to reckon that the world of the then current 

politics was not his cup of tea any longer. Nazimuddin was a politician more suited to 

stable times and the year after the famine was anything but that.  

In October 1944 Casey realized that the members who had promised to join 

Nazimuddin and had later decided not to, had done so under the influence of national 

politics. For the greater part of 1944, politics at the centre was uneventful. When Gandhi 

was released from prison, unconditionally, on 6 May 1944 the opportunity for discussions 

with the British and the Muslim League opened up. Whereas Jinnah may have been 

disappointed that he had not been able to make any headway with his Pakistan proposal 

as matters stood, Gandhi’s release meant that Jinnah could now test if his bargaining 

position had improved given that Muslim League had become a more organized and mass 
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based party. Even before Gandhi was released Jinnah had started discussions with a 

prominent Congress leader from Madras, C Rajagopalacharia. Rajagopalacharia had 

espoused the Muslim claim for self-determination. He suggested a “formula” which 

advised Congress to accept the Muslim League’s demand for Pakistan based on a 

plebiscite in Muslim majority areas. Jinnah and Rajagopalacharia exchanged letters from 

April to July. The formula was published on 10 July, 1944. Jinnah said he would present 

it before the Muslim League Working Committee but could not take responsibility for 

accepting or rejecting it. Rajagopalacharia  was of the opinion that if Jinnah himself 

could not back the proposal it was futile to present it before the Working Committee. 

This brought the negotiations to an end.171 On being released from prison Gandhi 

reiterated his stand on non-violence and demanded independence from the British as he 

had two years back.172 In contrast, Jinnah had many new ideas. He had a new plan for 

Bengal and Punjab. The Plan would keep the provinces united, perhaps in recognition of 

the fact that a slender margin divided the majority and minority communities in those 

provinces. Details were not known but Jinnah contemplated that the lower houses in 

those provinces would be elected on a communal basis and the upper house would be 

called house of nationalities and it would act as a revising body, on which two 

communities of Bengal (and 3 in Punjab) would be given equal representation. Both these 

provinces according to the plan would be in Pakistan.173 Jinnah assured the Sikh 

community that in Pakistan their interests will be safeguarded.174  
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Riding high on his new proposals Jinnah engaged in correspondence with Gandhi, 

the seasoned politician. Rajagopalacharia’s formula served as a base for discussions 

between Gandhi and Jinnah from July onwards. Several letter exchanges took place 

between the two. The talks however did not achieve anything and broke down.175 The 

discussions were made public on 29 September. There were several reasons for their 

failure, some inexplicable. Jinnah declared in the end that he did not want to speak to 

Gandhi as he was officially not a Congress representative. It was not clear why he 

pursued the communication in the first place knowing full well Gandhi’s relationship 

with the party. More substantially, Jinnah had a problem with the Congress stand. He 

would not accept a moth-eaten Pakistan. He stood by the 1940 Lahore resolution. Jinnah 

said that Bombay talks collapsed because what Gandhi offered was a “virtual Hindu Raj.” 

The national government Gandhi suggested had an overwhelming and solid Hindu 

majority.176 Jinnah also, could not agree to a transfer of power before a settlement on the 

Pakistan question was arrived at. For one and half years Jinnah had had an open field but 

with Gandhi out of jail, he was back to where he had started. This was not the only 

setback Jinnah received. When the All-India Akali conference began in Lahore, on 9 

October 1944, Sikh opposition to Pakistan became all too clear. President of the 

conference, Jathedar Pritam Singh questioned Jinnah: “If Sikhs are offered protection and 

safeguards in Pakistan and if that is all that is needed then why can’t you accept 

safeguards for Muslims in India and stay back?”177  
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Jinnah continued to suffer under the burden of the vague plan that Pakistan still 

was. The greatest proof of its vagueness is found in the Bengali Muslim notion of 

Pakistan which precluded for many an eastern Pakistan having little or no connection 

with its western counterpart.178 These views however did not become the basis of any 

clash in the Muslim League at the all-India level. In fact when Jinnah and Gandhi were 

corresponding, the new and democratic faction within Muslim League in Bengal, under 

Abul Hashim, were avidly following these negotiations. Nazimuddin was chary about 

committing to a position. The members he approached to join him were not. They feared 

that if the Gandhi-Jinnah talks succeeded they would be left “out in the cold.” They took 

the position of seceding from the opposition. Once the talks failed they quickly altered 

their position and gave “word” to the opposition that they would henceforth stay loyal to 

it.179 Provincial politics were in any case proving to be a challenge for Nazimuddin. For a 

while they were functioning free from the influence of national politics. By October that 

was no longer the case and Nazimuddin’s abortive efforts at changing the tide in his favor 

made his position even weaker. This was unfortunate because the war news had been 

better and the famine, which many predicted would bring down the ministry, was 

considered to have come to an end.  The failure of the Gandhi-Jinnah talks also 

demonstrated that the Nazimuddin ministry could not keep feeding off of Muslim 

League’s strength at the Centre. It would have to gain its own credibility, if at all 

possible, so that 1945 would be a better year. 
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The weak nature of leadership Nazimuddin offered all through 1944 despite a real 

understanding of the dubious nature of his tenure was the foremost obstacle to 

strengthening his position. Perhaps the second most important threat came from within 

the Bengal League. After Hashim became secretary, the party underwent many big 

changes. The Muslim League Working Committee meetings, which used to be held at 

Nazimuddin’s residence, were moved to the Muslim League office.180 Every member of 

the Muslim League parliamentary party had to pay a five rupee subscription fee monthly, 

which was collected regularly, sometimes with severity.181 Hashim was also entrusted 

with the job of revising the existing constitution of the provincial Muslim League. 

Though Hashim did so in consultation with Shahabuddin, he was still the principle 

architect.182 In what seemed a sad dramatic representation of the irony of Nazimuddin’s 

political life, on 3 February Hashim embarked on his historic tour of Bengal to mobilize 

the masses and raise consciousness on the Pakistan question, while Nazimuddin stayed 

captive within the Assembly building for its longest session, witnessing dwindling 

support. 183 Hashim gained in popularity, Nazimuddin lost it; Hashim’s career took off 

and Nazimuddin became forewarned about the gradual demise of his political career.  

Nazimuddin had been more assertive in 1944 than he had had been in 1943. He 

took stronger stands within the Assembly, defended himself and his ministry’s actions, 

kept the cabinet together, depicted himself as a strong leader, but his most reliable tool to 
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stay relevant in the Muslim political world was the Pakistan question.184  From his lean 

bag of tricks he fished out the Pakistan card as he presided over the Gaya Pakistan 

Conference on 9 April 1944. Nazimuddin was slowly getting overshadowed in the 

Muslim League party in Bengal, but he still remained its representative to the political 

world outside Bengal. This was good for him because visibility in politics mattered. 

Nazimuddin knew that he would have to make inroads into the provincial party machine- 

so he used the rhetoric of Pakistan to do so. He had always been avowedly loyal to the 

idea but he became more vocal about it with the intention of participating in the Pakistan 

movement in Bengal. In Gaya, he started his speech by acknowledging that Great Britain 

had accepted and conceded the principle of Pakistan for India and would be forced to 

concede the Muslim demand in full, in view of having to recognize similar demands from 

other parts of the world.” He inspired Muslims to the task of ensuring that the British did 

not go back on their pledge. He added that it was the “duty of the Muslim Ministry in  the 

majority provinces to so govern and administer that non-Muslim minorities will have no 

reason to oppose the scheme of Pakistan.”185 In an erudite and perhaps theatrical tone he 

declared: “…as long as we do not come to terms on the Pakistan issue and present an 

united front the trump card will remain in the hands of the British Government and we 

shall be fighting a losing battle. Pakistan has become an article of faith in the Muslims, 

and even if Mr Jinnah were to try to persuade us to give it up he will not succeed. An 
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agreed and an amicable settlement is, therefore, the only alternative with which to 

confront the British government…”  

To stress the feasibility of the Pakistan demand, Nazimuddin added that from the 

points of view of finance, economics and defense, Pakistan Government in India will be 

in a “far stronger position than a number of independent, sovereign states in Europe” 186  

Nazimuddin delivered this speech when the Assembly was still in session. The 

conference served as a good platform for him to countervail some of the challenges that 

the opposition threw at the ministry in the Assembly. Through his discussion on Muslim 

ministries in majority provinces he indirectly implied that his ministry was governing the 

non-Muslim minorities well, which was debatable. The main purpose of Nazimuddin’s 

speech was to show himself off as an ambassador for the Pakistan demand, one, who 

would brook no opposition, not even Jinnah’s. His speech was most urgently directed at 

the Muslims of Bengal, so that he would be seen as a leader of the Pakistan cause, and of 

course at the real leaders of the movement, Hashim and Suhrawardy, hinting to them that 

he was not giving up the fight. More than espousing the ideology of the Pakistan demand, 

Nazimuddin was reiterating it as a practical move. 

In April 1944, Nazimuddin had a hint about how vehement and acerbic the 

opposition was but not how fragile the Government side had become. In May, after the 

first defectors walked over to the opposition, Nazimuddin’s attention was redrawn to 

Assembly politics and away from the politics of the Pakistan demand which was now 

occupying the public realm. The more he got embroiled in the business of administration, 

the further he moved away from the Pakistan movement. The prorogation of the 

Assembly in June, the defections and frank discussions with Casey about the possible fall 
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of the ministry reminded Nazimuddin of the restrictions he was operating under and the 

unviable politics he had set himself up to maneuver. The contrast between his ministry’s 

weakening position and the concurrent strengthening of the Muslim League party also 

made him realize Suhrawardy’s advantageous vantage point. Suhrawardy’s position as a 

cabinet minister, in charge of an important portfolio, gave him prestige and recognition 

among his peers. But because he was not head of the ministry, he was free from the task 

of managing Assembly politics. Though he stood firmly behind Nazimuddin, Suhrawardy 

was understandably not as invested in the ministry as Nazimuddin was. His position as 

cabinet minister, albeit demanding, also gave him the opportunity to participate fully in 

the Pakistan movement and make mass contact. Unlike Hashim, who had no 

parliamentary ambitions, Suhrawardy was the only candidate within the Bengal League 

who could replace Nazimuddin as chief minister.  

Suhrawardy and Hashim formed a faction within Muslim League which 

challenged Nazimuddin’s faction and their power base. While the infighting started soon 

after Hashim became secretary, it was not until the prorogation of the budget session that 

it became clear that Suhrawardy had “visions” of becoming chief minister. Casey 

reported that Suhrawardy had even been flirting with Huq and exploring the possibility of 

a ministry with non-Muslim League Muslims.187 Casey advised Suhrawardy and 

Nazimuddin not to break the ministry. By end of October, once the bye-elections had 

taken place within Muslim League, and Nazimuddin had “lost ground there” the conflict 

between the two factions became common knowledge.188 Hashim writes in his memoirs 

that both his faction and Nazimuddin’s observed the principle of keeping their conflict to 
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themselves, but by end of 1944 that ceased to be the case. Hashim was perhaps right that 

there was no “public scandal” and “personal relations remained unaffected.”189 Even 

Casey observed that Suhrawardy had been “playing his cards very skillfully in the 

intrigue. Perhaps the kindest thing to say is that he is letting himself be used.”190  

Interestingly, Jinnah had no role to play in these political manipulations. While 

Nazimuddin gained no support from Jinnah for his ministry, he nevertheless could not 

strike just any deal he wanted to make his position more secure. For instance, like 

Suhrawardy, Nazimuddin did not have the luxury of entertaining a coalition with Huq. 

Increasingly, the job of a chief minister became a thankless job for Nazimuddin. He still 

persevered to maintain stability in his ministry because with all its limitations and 

challenges, Nazimuddin still felt more comfortable dealing with legislative politics than 

mass politics.  “Favoritism and nepotism were the modus operandi of Khwaja 

Nazimuddin’s power politics” and though they were not as reliable any more, 

Nazimuddin knew no other kind of politics.191 1944 should have been an indication that 

politics was no longe about what happened on the floor of the Assembly. The 

fundamental nature of provincial politics had changed as the stakes were no more about 

gaining independence but about power distribution post independence, whenever that 

would be, and about getting Congress’ and Muslim League’s claims recognized by the 

British at the center. Nazimuddin’s chief ministerial tenure brings out the intricacies of 

this transition and at least for the Bengal League, explains the rise of a broad-based party, 

better organized and more political. It was the expectation of this transition that had 

instigated the need to democratize the Muslim League. Jinnah understood it well and 
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valued the work Suhrawardy and Hashim did to popularize Muslim League. Maybe 

unwillingly, but Jinnah had to let Nazimuddin fight his own battle to stay afloat in the 

arena of high politics in Bengal.  

BOLT FROM THE BLUE: SUDDEN FALL OF THE MINISTRY 

On 17
th

 March 1945 when Governor Casey submitted his Fortnightly Report to 

the Viceroy, he expressed concern about how to make the Calcutta Corporation toe the 

line, a cloth shortage, the rationing of rice, and in a confidential note, outlined ways to 

check corruption and bribery within the ranks of the government and bureaucracy.192 In 

less than two weeks, Nazimuddin’s government suffered its first and biggest defeat on the 

floor of the Bengal Assembly, and Casey had not even caught a whiff of it.193 The 

Agricultural Grant moved by Muazzamuddin Hossain, Minister of Agriculture, was 

thrown out by 106 to 97 votes. Fifteen government party members voted with the 

opposition. Fazlul Huq demanded the resignation of the ministry. Nazimuddin considered 

the outcome to be a “snap” decision and refrained from resigning. He requested the 

speaker to adjourn the house. The Assembly met again the next day, on 29 March, when 

Nazimuddin made a strong case citing former speaker Azizul Haque’s decision on 26 

March, 1938 to allow the government side to move cut motions, something he was not 

allowed the previous day.194 Nazimuddin asked for another vote and said the ministry 

would resign if it lost again.195 The speaker, Mr Nausher Ali did not agree with 
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Nazimuddin’s arguments and said that he could not let the ministry function.196 On 30 

March, Governor Casey decided to assume administration of the province under Section 

93, mirroring what Casey’s predecessor, Herbert had done exactly two years before, 

under very different circumstances and with very different motives.197 

With the dissolution of the ministry, the rumors that were doing the rounds about 

the ministry losing support, were confirmed. Lobby talks had indicated that defection 

from the government had started earlier in the week.198 On 28 March before the 

Agriculture Grant was put to a vote, during the question-time, the Nawab Bahadur of 

Dacca and some twenty others entered the House and took their seats on the Krishak 

Praja benches.199 Nazimuddin must have had an inkling of what was coming and the 

“role of playing delaying tactics” was delegated to Suhrawardy, one that he played 

well.200 Nazimuddin maintained that he had not really lost the majority and that the 

division was engineered by aggrieved black marketers and profiteers who had been 

affected by the government’s recent crackdown201 He complained that Section 93 was 

being “forced” on Bengal. The fact that only the stalwarts in the Government were 

perturbed by the turn of events and the backbenchers did not care much to interfere was 

proof enough that Nazimuddin’s ministry had lost support, just as Huq’s government had, 

two years previously.202 Nazimuddin’s accusations against Nausher Ali were little 

different from Huq’s against Herbert, except that Huq’s government did not really lose by 

a straight vote.  

Casey, who had certainly not seen this coming, refrained from commenting on the 

“legality” or “constitutional propriety” of Nausher Ali’s actions but admitted that there 
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had been a “breakdown of the normal machinery of State.” While he agreed to take upon 

himself the charge of administering the province under Section 93, he also made it clear 

that he would not be “hustled” into making hasty decisions pertaining to the formation of 

a new all-Party ministry.203 The constitutionality of the adjournment decision raised some 

questions, especially among Muslim Leaguers. In a letter to Jinnah, Ispahani wrote: “Had 

he [Nausher Ali] been impartial and given Government a reasonable opportunity to carry 

on the debate until it could marshall its full strength within an hour or so , I am sure the 

division figures would not have shown a defeat for the Government that very day.”204 

While Ispahani would have wanted the ministry to be given some time to finish the 

debate, Dr Sanaullah, Leader of the Ulema Party in the Assembly thought that the “snap” 

division was indication enough that Casey should have invited the leader of the 

opposition to form a new ministry. Nazimuddin would then get the chance to test the 

house from the opposition benches and “that would have been the proper constitutional 

position for them.”205 He also opined that Casey should either have asked for 

Nazimuddin’s resignation or dismissed him.206 Santosh Kumar Basu of Forward 

Bloc/Congress thought that Nazimuddin was heading a “minority ministry” and the crisis 

was waiting to happen. Casey was able to intervene at the right time to prevent an 

administrative breakdown.207 While Casey was reluctant to be critical of Nazimuddin’s 

ministry, given that the ministry was in more ways than one the grant of Herbert, others 

in the Assembly were not willing to be so kind. Despite diverse views of what was really 

constitutional, Nazimuddin’s defeat was never really contested with any seriousness. 

Even Maulvi Tamizuddin Khan, a Muslim League loyalist who did not defect recalls in 

his memoirs, with quiet resignation, that the increasing unpopularity of Nazimuddin’s 
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ministry and the withdrawal of support by Hindu members added to the “complexity of 

the situation,” meaning the ‘snap division’ and the fall of the ministry.208 

These events that took place in the last few days of March, however unexpected, 

had roots in some recent developments that had to do with the famine and war mainly, 

but also with related issues that became a major headache for the Nazimuddin 

government. The year 1945 did not start on a bad note as far as famine and war were 

concerned. The Grow More Food campaign, started in 1942 came up for review in 

January 1945. The review session was conducted at the Fifth All-India Food Conference 

in Delhi. The Bengal government’s efforts were found to be “satisfactory” but not 

“spectacular.”209 It boded relatively well for the ministry that since Nazimuddin had 

taken office some three million acres of land had been brought under cultivation. 

However, compared with the area shown in the statistics for India as land available for 

cultivation, three million was not much.210 The report of the Famine Inquiry Commission 

also underscored that a large increase in agricultural production could not be achieved 

without “intensive and sustained effort” on the part of the Government and the people. So 

even though the famine was visibly coming to an end, Nazimuddin’s government could 

not claim to have played a major role in bringing that about. Also, when the Famine 

Inquiry Commission reports were first published in April 1945; news of the war and the 

industrialized killing of Jews under the Nazi regime overshadowed them.211 The worst of 

the famine having passed, the scars it left on Bengal became less and less sensational to 

those not exposed to its horrors first hand. Unfortunately for Nazimuddin’s ministry, 

within Bengal, efforts to prove the competency of the ministry based on famine related 

relief activities also became futile. They however came in for their fair share of criticism 
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if they failed in providing relief. In the Bengal Hindu Sabha Conference, held in 

Jalpaiguri, on 24 and 25 February 1945, the ministry was accused of having “aggravated 

the untold miseries and sufferings of the people” by bungling the administration of the 

province during the famine and failing to check profiteering and hoarding in its 

aftermath.212 

The other important factor that had played an important role in bringing about the 

Nazimuddin ministry in the first place was the war. The British were extremely 

concerned about having a ministry they could control. In Nazimuddin, Herbert found 

what he could never find in Huq, but by 1945 war calculations had changed, not to 

Nazimuddin’s benefit. The Allies were in much better form, the end of the war seemed 

near and plausible and the British were less invested in keeping the Nazimuddin ministry 

alive and running. Whereas in 1943 and even in 1944, the idea of an election, long due in 

Bengal, could not be entertained, in 1945 it seemed possible. On the last day of 1944 

Hitler, in a half-hour long radio speech said that his “faith in the future has [had] not been 

shaken.”213 No one was taking Hitler seriously then. Roosevelt announced to Congress 

that “the new year can see the final ending of the Nazi fascist reign of terror.”214 In 

February and March Germany suffered many losses. They lost the battle of Budapest to 

the Soviet Army. Ecuador, Peru and Argentina declared war on Germany. At the end of 

March Danzig was captured and on 31 March, General Eisenhower asked Germany to 

surrender. Japan also suffered significant losses.215 Various cities of Japan were 

firebombed. There were rumors of an America invasion. While all this was going on, the 

only way the Nazimuddin ministry could continue to maintain its credibility was by being 

proactive about post war reconstruction schemes. In this regard Casey wrote to Wavell 
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that Bengal was hampered by “ministerial muddling,” so much so that post war 

reconstruction seemed “unreal” and “remote.”216 The European party, a supporter of the 

government, criticized it for not putting forward post-war schemes.217 

Both the famine and the war were within control, and yet the Nazimuddin 

ministry came under fire either for not playing a critical role or not anticipating a 

constructive next move. Keeping this in mind it is not surprising that the ministry failed 

miserably to deal with concerns such as price rise, spread of epidemics and a sudden 

famine in cloth. The first day of 1945 found Amrita Bazar Patrika carrying an article on 

how prices were on the rise and how badly it had hit the middle class.218 This was big 

news because even when the famine was at its height the middle class had not really 

suffered. Editor of The Statesman Ian Stephens’ account is significant here. He wrote: 

“Calcutta’s industrial population did not starve at any stage, they experienced very little 

shortage; the employers, by bulk-foodstuffs purchases and their own rationing schemes 

made sure of that. It was the humblest members of the outlying rural classes that 

starved.”219 As prices continued to remain high overall, diseases such as malaria, small 

pox and cholera claimed the lives of thousands.  

Reports showed that between May and October 1944 malaria took a toll of 

292,819 lives in municipal and rural areas of Bengal.220 By the end of January small pox 

broke out in epidemic form in the subdivisions of Narail, Faridpur and Purulia.221 There 

was a tremendous dearth of medicines for the poor peasants. Not only were diseases 

spreading, but there was shortage of quinine supply for malaria afflicted patients.222 In 

January itself vaccination drives started in Calcutta and plans were well underway 
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regarding lymph production as prevention for small pox.223 While these drives were fairly 

successful many ailing patients in the rural areas had to wait their turn. Then there was 

the cloth famine. In February, reports started coming in of looms lying idle because of 

shortage of yarn.224 By mid-February Narayanganj, Manikganj, Malda, Dinajpur, Pabna 

were some of the districts that faced acute cloth shortage. The Calcutta Textile Dealers 

Association met at the Broadway Hotel in Calcutta to come up with solutions to deal with 

the crisis. Their recommended solution was that the government should step in and start 

rationing.225 By March the cloth famine reached alarming proportions. While not a piece 

of thread was available in the open market, tons of cloth was readily available in the 

black market indicating, once again, that the government was incompetent to check 

hoarding.226 10 March was observed as Cloth Crisis Day. The Speaker, Nausher Ali, 

presiding over a meeting in Wellington Square, demanded the immediate rationing of 

cloth.227  

While Nazimuddin and his government came under attack from all quarters for 

maladministration and incompetence, the worst was to come when the Council and 

Assembly met for the Budget Session. In the Assembly the ministry could not be evasive 

and questions had to be answered. While the ministry was working hard to contain the 

spread of diseases through vaccination drives etc, a controversy between the government 

and the Calcutta Corporation gained currency in the Assembly. The Bengal 

Government’s action in assuming superintendence of the vaccination service under 

Section 5 of the Public Health (Emergency Provision) Ordinance of 1944 was criticized 

at a municipality meeting. The mayor, Anandilal Poddar, and the deputy mayor, 

Mohammed Rafiq, saw it as an encroachment upon the corporation’s rights.228 An effort 
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was made to solve the problem by bringing in Poddar and Rafique in discussion with 

Khan Bahadur Jalaluddin Ahmed, Minister for Public Health and Local Self Government 

but it solved nothing as no one was willing to budge from their positions.229 The 

relationship got worse when in February the Nazimuddin government suspended the 

production of lymph in the corporation laboratory because it did not conform to the 

provisions of the Therapeutic Substances Act.230 The government warned residents of 

Calcutta (not Bengal) from getting vaccinated with Corporation laboratory produced 

lymph. Responding to these attacks Nalin Chandra Paul from the corporation side said 

that lymph produced in corporation laboratories met all stipulations and also passed 

necessary tests. He also cornered the government by asking why the Director of Public 

Health had shown concern for people of Calcutta only and not Bengal?231 The 

relationship continued to remain “strained” and though the Bengal League party was 

really moving away from Calcutta leaders, the ministry came across as more concerned 

about Calcutta than the rural areas.232 This marginalized Nazimuddin further in League 

politics because by 1945 Bengal League drew most of its support from outside Calcutta, 

which in any case had a Hindu majority. About the cloth famine, on 20 February, B 

Agarwal, Honorary Secretary of the Retail Cloth Dealers’ Association complained that 

government indifference was regrettable.233 On 1 March the ministry was criticized in the 

Bengal Council for their inability to stop black marketing. Reports from the Central 

Government Textiles Authority and Commerce Minister, Government of India, also 

confirmed that Bengal was getting more cloth per capita than any other province. In fact 

in the six months preceding December 1944, Bengal received 58,984 bales more of cloth 

than she was usually entitled to.234 This confirmed opposition accusations that there was 
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rampant corruption, and the ministry had failed to check it. When the Viceroy was urged 

to step in, again it meant that the provincial government’s efforts were insufficient.235 

Whereas the cloth famine and epidemic diseases acted as springboards for 

expressing anti-government complaints, these were by no means the only instances of 

maladministration in Bengal. The Assembly being the perfectly legitimate ground to 

discredit the ministry, the opposition naturally wasted no opportunity. Presenting the 

seventh war-time and first “rehabilitation” budget of the Assembly, which commenced its 

budget session on 16 February, finance minister, T C Goswami drew an extremely 

“gloomy picture” of the provincial finances.236 As he detailed the crores of deficit, 

8,59,72,000 for 1945-46 and 11,34,82,000 for 1944-45 according to revised estimates, 

that the government had incurred and would now need to raise through taxation, the 

opposition automatically got its most useful weapon of attack. Goswami also had a plan 

of action. The Government of India’s subvention of 10 crores was a big relief. The 

doubling of Sales Tax rates and the imposition of the new tax on agricultural income, 

according to Goswami, would help the government realize 8 crores more. Needless to say 

the opposition paid no heed to this plan and uproarious scenes on the floor of the house 

became the order of the day from then on. Soon after, news of trading losses were 

reported in the newspapers, and the government was naturally criticized for these losses 

in food grains and a full explanation of these transactions was demanded.237 Goswami 

tried to save the day by pointing out that the Government of India had decided to share 

these losses with the Bengal Government which indicated that they were satisfied that the 

management of civil supplies was neither bad nor inefficient. The opposition however 

continued its tirade.238 When the revenue minister, Tarak Nath Mukherjee introduced the 
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Non-Agricultural Tenancy Bill seeking to confer certain protective rights on non-

agricultural tenants outside Calcutta and its suburbs, legislative measures to improve the 

condition of Calcutta’s bustee dwellers were urged. While the opposition liked the idea of 

the bill they were upset that the bill would not benefit the likes of bustee dwellers in 

Calcutta.239 On 6 March, the opposition staged a walk out in the Assembly having failed 

to obtain an assurance for a “reasonable” debate on the government’s supplementary 

budget demands.240 Cut motions tabled by the opposition were not moved and demands 

under two heads were put to vote without discussion. Three days were set apart for 

consideration of 38 items of expenditure under different heads and the opposition thought 

it was insufficient. They staged a walk out again the next day as protest.241 Nazimuddin 

and his men were clearly trying to rush through Bills and get them passed. Nausher Ali, 

against whom the Muslim Leaguers were to harbor a lot of resentment later, cooperated 

well with the ministry. This appears in stark contrast with what happened on 28 March. 

On that day the ministry was keen on discussing the agricultural grant whereas the 

opposition was keen on having the vote. Why did the government attitude change so 

quickly? 

Nazimuddin and his ministers had two kinds of hints to go by in terms of judging 

how they were doing, debates with the opposition and results of motions that were put to 

vote. Having sat in opposition benches the ministers knew that rarely would there be an 

occasion where a motion would not be challenged by the opposition and therefore they 

took the votes seriously. What saved the ministry, every day, were the votes, but they 
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also brought about Nazimuddin’s final downfall. On 22 February, an exciting two hour 

debate took place in the Assembly on an adjournment motion moved by the opposition to 

discuss “the failure of the government to prevent the acute and unprecedented cloth 

famine.” The motion was rejected 104 to 64 votes.242 On 23 February, the Assembly 

discussed a non-official resolution, moved by Nalinakshya Sanyal of the official 

Congress, urging the government to release political security prisoners. Supporting the 

resolution on 2 March, Haripada Chatterjee, also of official Congress, inquired as to the 

rationale for keeping so many Indians behind bars. If the government was indeed a 

popular government then it needed to act in accordance with what the popular demand 

was. The motion was defeated by 73 to 50 votes.243 On 14 March, when the house moved 

a budget demand for “jails and convicts settlement,” the opposition urged that redress of 

political prisoners’ grievances be looked into. Nazimuddin assured the opposition that 

every case of real hardship was looked into carefully by the government. All cut motions 

were lost without a division and the entire demand under the head was voted.244 There 

were many more instances. When the issue of dearth of doctors and nurses was raised in 

the Assembly under the head “medical” and “public health,” of 14 cut motions, the 

opposition was able to press only one to a division which was also rejected by 92 to 40 

votes.245 On 21 March, Nazimuddin, replying to the debate on the budget demand under 

the head “General Administration” explained the government’s policy with regard to 

lifting of the ban on provincial congress organizations. Nazimuddin assured the 

opposition that of 5 such bans 4 had already been lifted. When Nalinakshya Sanyal 

attached to this, questions of liberty of association, there was no reply. All cut motions 

were rejected and the Budget Demand moved by Nazimuddin was voted by the house.246 
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So even a week before the big defeat, the ministry was winning every cut motion in the 

house. The ministry was also not dismissive of the allegations or criticisms thrown at 

them by the opposition. Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy made a genuine effort to explain 

governmental decisions. Going back to the question of change in government attitude on 

28 March, the answer simply lies in the sudden realization that Nazimuddin, and possibly 

Suhrawardy had about how they had relied too long on votes as the sole indication of 

their ministry’s popularity and what a catastrophic mistake it had been.  

It seems ironic for Nazimuddin that when the worst of two challenges, war and 

famine, that had plagued the ministry for so long, evinced signs of ebbing, did his 

ministry lose the support of the Assembly. But what is perhaps even stranger for these 

seasoned politicians is that they never looked beneath the surface and by the time they 

did, it was too late. Writing to Jinnah on 27 March, from Calcutta, Ispahani despaired 

over the “dreadful language,” and the “vilest and most irresponsible charges” used by the 

opposition in the assembly, adding however that they had “not met with any success in 

challenging the strength of the Government.”247 Writing to Jinnah on 24 April when 

Muslim Leaguers had had enough time to mull on the reasons for Nazimuddin’s defeat, 

Ispahani concluded that the Muslim League had been caught “napping.” The opposition 

had hit hard when the government least suspected the attack. It was not only the fag-end 

of the budget session and many European members had already left for Easter, but the 

choice of the agriculture grant was also very smart because the government expected no 

opposition pertaining to this grant from any quarter whatsoever.248 Ispahani was right. 

Mookerjee admits in his diary that the opposition “did not lack” in “enthusiasm for 

breaking the ministry at any cost.”249 
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The opposition’s ideological position gave them strength. The fact that 

Nazimuddin was not heading an all-party government was constant fodder for 

dissatisfaction. It had been so since 1943. But the proceedings of the House from the start 

of the Budget Session show that there was developing within the opposition a distaste for 

the kind of legislative manipulation that Nazimuddin’s ministry had engaged in. The 

opposition made an issue of the government’s inability to handle the cloth famine, for 

instance, but the previous governments under Huq, had not been exemplary in terms of 

their administrative skills either. So while the opposition attacked the government on 

every issue, its motivation to strike a blow to the ministry was fed by instances of 

legislative manipulation, like putting a motion to vote without allotting enough time for 

its discussion. The manner of Nazimuddin’s defeat has confounded historians as well. 

They see 28 March as a date without much baggage because the days preceding 28 

March did not look very good for Nazimuddin.250  

Just like Fazlul Huq, Nazimuddin learned the hard way that legislative politics 

was a different kind of world where predictions did not matter, and if they did, it was 

certainly not because they ever came true. While Muslim League, organizationally, 

became a much stronger political body 1943 onwards under the able guidance of Hashim, 

this new strength was not transferred to the floor of the house.251 The parliamentary 

leadership always found it hard to benefit from the gains of the League party leadership. 

In any case by 1945 Abul Hashim had already rescued the Bengal League from the 

clutches of the Calcutta League leaders, Nazimuddin being the most important of 

them.252Suhrawardy, by his close association with Hashim, had become more important 
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to the party within Bengal than Nazimuddin. Muslim MLAs in the government gradually 

moved towards Suhrawardy’s faction. Though these differences within the party played 

some role in weakening the parliamentary leadership, they did not deliver the biggest 

blow because Suhrawardy loyalists did not defect. Whatever the differences between 

Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy, the latter played his part as a minister, with utmost loyalty, 

sincerity and competence, definitely within the bounds of assembly politics. Nothing of 

Fazlul Huq’s qualities had rubbed off on Suhrawardy. The only way this crack in 

leadership affected Nazimuddin’s defeat was by making them less wary of what was 

coming, more trusting of their voting numbers and less suspicious of how virulent the 

opposition had become.  

In the end, Nazimuddin, despite his seeming obscurity, matters as an important 

provincial politician, because his tenure offers a window to understanding key shifts in 

British and Muslim League politics. By providing political cover for a colonial 

administration that was struggling with economic crisis and immense military effort, he 

allowed the British the time to survey the thrust of nationalist politics, the Muslim 

League’s especially, given that Congress leaders were in jail. The decolonization 

narrative sees a confused British Government going into war in 1939, receiving a huge 

setback in 1942 with Japan’s entry into the war and a line of territorial losses, and coming 

out in 1945, positively inclined to part with power. Nazimuddin’s political experience 

shows how this change took place in Bengal. It shows from close quarters the changing 

imperatives of the British government, how they saw their interests and how they sought 

to protect them. In 1943 an election was unthinkable. In 1945, an election was the only 

saving grace for the British. The ineffectiveness of Nazimuddin’s political strategy to 

grasp the Pakistan movement is indicative of the change that Bengal League underwent 

while he was in power. In 1943 Jinnah hoped that Nazimuddin would add to Bengal 

League’s power. True, Nazimuddin was not the man for the job, but his failure was not 

brought about by another politician who could lead Bengal League more effectively. 
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Nazimuddin’s frustrations were amplified by how the Bengal League grew beyond the 

grasp of any one individual, as for the first time, the Muslim masses got attached to the 

Bengal League party, without the intervention of a personality like Huq. Though this was 

Hashim’s doing to a large extent, neither he nor Suhrawardy were the new leaders of 

Bengal League. It had truly become democratized and through a study of Nazimuddin, 

the nuances of this transformation become clear. Nazimuddin’s political space, severely 

circumscribed by the British and Jinnah, came in the way of Nazimuddin’s success and 

he missed his chance to figure in what was to be a historic chapter for Bengal League. 

Nazimuddin was never a mass leader. Ironically, his fall exemplified that he no longer 

knew how to maneuver Assembly politics either. The Assembly, as a symbol of 

provincial autonomy and decolonization was losing its emphasis and the Indians were 

keen to know what was to come next. Throughout Nazimuddin’s tenure, little by little, 

like snow on a mountain, grievance, hope and fear had accumulated as people of Bengal 

had watched the world turned upside down by the war and famine. The single tactical 

move of putting the Agricultural Grant to vote in March 1945, triggered this avalanche, 

burying Nazimuddin and with him a style of politics and the era he stood for. The 

opposition’s clever maneuver in the Assembly resulted in the unanticipated fall of the 

Nazimuddin ministry, a historical change given the new chapter of provincial politics it 

ushered in. This new phase of politics was fast paced, aggressive and extremist and at the 

center of it was Nazimuddin’s minister but also rival, Suhrawardy. While it took him 

almost a year to claim his position once he did his politics evinced a change in pace.  In 

the next chapter we will see what else Suhrawardy brought with him to the office of the 

chief minister and what it did for him and Bengal in the cataclysmic period of 1946-1947.  
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Chapter 4: From Exclusion to Inclusion: Suhrawardy’s Politics, 1945-

1947 

 

The two events that Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy is most associated with are the 

Great Killings in Calcutta in August 1946 and the United Bengal Movement spanning 

April-May 1947.1 He is infamously remembered for the first event.2 For the second event, 

it is mostly his insignificance, his lack of vision and eventual failure that is discussed.3 

Interestingly, these two events stand for different kinds of politics, that of exclusion and 

inclusion. In practicing exclusionary politics, Suhrawardy used the language of religious 

nationalism and kept the Hindus, who were represented in his coalition cabinet, at bay. 

While preparing for power in 1945 and gaining that power in 1946, Suhrawardy’s politics 

were driven by communal and separatist demands associated with the achievement of 

Pakistan. In 1947 Suhrawardy started using a more inclusive political rhetoric and placed 

greater significance on regional identity of Bengalis than religious identity of Bengali 

Muslims. This chapter will trace the transition and investigate the reasons. It will offer a 

less maimed view of Suhrawardy’s role in the Direct Action. It will enquire if there are 
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other ways of analyzing the United Bengal movement, apart from focusing on debates 

about its inherent weakness and eventual failure; as a moment of tremendous possibility. 

The years 1946 and 1947 have been seen as dominated by the interplay of two forces, 

termed sometimes as secular and religious nationalism or secular nationalism and 

religious communalism, simplistically associated with the Congress and the Muslim 

League. This chapter will interrogate if it is possible to locate Suhrawardy’s provincial 

and region based-politics somewhere in between the binary opposition of these 

alternatives.  

A cursory glance at two of Suhrawardy’s speeches points to the necessity of this 

query; speeches delivered at the start and end of his tenure.  On 9
th

 April 1946 at the 

Muslim League Legislators’ Convention in New Delhi Suhrawardy declared that the 

“Muslim nation will never submit to any Constitution for United India and will never 

participate in any single constitution making machinery set up for the purpose…”4 He 

reiterated his faith in the Lahore Resolution and stood strongly behind Jinnah’s demand 

for Pakistan. In a little over a year however Suhrawardy had come to abandon his 

outspoken demand for Pakistan. In New Delhi once again at a Press Conference on 27
th

 

April 1947 he made an appeal for “united, undivided, sovereign Bengal.” He attributed 

the demand for partition of the province to a “sense of impatient frustration” among a 

section of Hindus in the province. He said that Bengal could be a great “country” if only 

it stayed united.5 The complexity of this development in Suhrawardy’s politics deserves 

careful analysis. His politics also need to be juxtaposed with the frame of his 

administrative responsibilities as Chief Minister of the largest Muslim majority province 
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in colonial India. Between 1946 and 1947 Suhrawardy’s politics underwent a change and 

the reason behind that was Suhrawardy’s increasing awareness of provincial 

particularities. He set ideology aside because it was the practical thing to do. He should 

not be seen as inconsistent. He had to solve problems of day to day governance - and to 

play ball with his British superiors, as long as they were still there, while also keeping an 

eye out to what would happen when they left. British withdrawal became a real 

possibility after the end of war and decolonization picked up momentum.  

Contemporarily, either by the penultimate British Viceroy Lord Wavell, Bengali 

Hindu politicians or even fellow Muslim Leaguers, Suhrawardy was mostly seen as 

communal, unprincipled, self-serving and opportunistic.6 Mountbatten, India’s last 

Viceroy was willing to be fair. He found Suhrawardy to be “statesman-like” in his 

conduct during United Bengal talks.7 Gandhi felt affection for Suhrawardy and had a 

“filial relationship” with him despite calling him to his face, “leader of the goons.” When 

India was being partitioned, Gandhi chose Suhrawardy to stay with him in a run down 

mansion in Calcutta to keep communal peace.8 Suhrawardy’s cousin, Shaista Ikramullah, 

also one of his few biographers, found him to be “prodigious” and “intellectual” but also 

someone who aroused “great admiration or intense antagonism.”9 While contemporaries 

held a more balanced view of Suhrawardy, later scholars have not been kind to him. In 

most works Suhrawardy appears as the politician who happened to be in Bengal during 

                                                 
6 Archibald Percival Wavell, Wavell : The Viceroy's Journal, ed. Penderel Moon (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1973), 348. Abul Hashim, In Retrospection (Dacca: Subarna Publishers : Distributor, 

Mowla Bros., 1974), 131. Hashim defends Suhrawardy on many counts but also alleges that he used 

Hashim for his purposes.  
7 Leonard A Gordon, Brothers against the Raj. A Biography of Indian Nationalists (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1990), 578. 
8 Joseph Lelyveld, Great Soul : Mahatma Gandhi and His Struggle with India (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 2011), 399-400. 
9 Shaista Suhrawardy Ikramullah, Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy : A Biography (Karachi; New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1991), 54. The biography has no citations or references. Ikramullah discusses all 

kinds of opinion about Suhrawardy but faults him on no count.  
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1946-1947.10 These works have found it easier to perpetuate stereotypes about him than 

to conduct in-depth research. Most of these works where Suhrawardy appears however, 

are not on Muslim politics in Bengal, or for that matter even Bengal.11 The few scholars 

who have contributed towards correcting the neglect that Muslim politics in Bengal have 

suffered from are not focused on Suhrawardy.12  

In the midst of range of opinions, some on Suhrawardy, some on his politics, the 

“communal” tag is the one that has persisted. This chapter will investigate the 

development of Suhrawardy’s exclusionary politics with its communalist leanings, not 

from April 1946, when he became chief minister, but from April 1945, when he started to 

devise his political path. While it is natural for a personality like Suhrawardy to attract 

such a strong reaction, carrying negative overtones, it is also possible to analyze the 

context in which his most communal act of politics emerged. The context offers evidence 

that Suhrawardy shifted between “multiple loyalties,” primarily towards the Muslim 

League, the all-India body, Bengal League (the provincial chapter) and the province of 

                                                 
10 Bidyut Chakrabarty, "The 1947 United Bengal Movement : A Thesis without a Synthesis," The Indian 

Economic and Social History Review 30, no. 4 (1993). When one moves from manuscripts to scholarly 

articles, Chakrabarty’s is the only one that deals with the most crucial campaign in Suhrawardy’s political 

life. Asok Mitra, "The Great Calcutta Killings of 1946: What Went before and After," Economic and 

Political Weekly 25, no. 5 (1990). Mitra’s piece written from memory places the blame for these riots 

squarely on Suhrawardy and the Muslims.  
11 Joya Chatterji, Bengal Divided. Hindu Communalism and Partition, 1932-1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994), 233. Nitish Sengupta, Bengal Divided. Unmaking of a Nation (1905-1971) (New 

Delhi: Viking Penguin, 2007). Chatterji and Sengupta have nothing original to say about Suhrawardy. 

Chatterji writes with reference to Direct Action, “Suhrawardy himself bears much of the responsibility for 

this blood-letting since he issued an open challenge to the Hindus and was grossly negligent (deliberately 

or otherwise in his failure to quell the rioting…” and “Suhrawardy’s culpability is by now a well 

established tradition.” Chatterji and Sengupta, more indirectly, join others in holding Suhrawardy 

responsible for the riots. This negative opinion, even if partly true, is not balanced by further analysis of 

Suhrawardy’s politics in 1947.  
12 Shila Sen, Muslim Politics in Bengal, 1937-1947 (New Delhi: Impex India, 1976). Harun-or-Rashid, The 

Foreshadowing of Bangladesh, Bengal Muslim League and Muslim Politics, 1906-1947 (Dhaka: The 

University Press Limited, 2003). Hossainur Rahman, Hindu-Muslim Relations in Bengal, 1905-1947 : 

Study in Cultural Confrontation (Bombay: Nachiketa Publications, 1974). Mohammad Siraj Mannan, The 

Muslim Political Parties in Bengal, 1936-1947 : A Study of Their Activities and Struggle for Freedom 

(Dhaka: Islamic Foundation Bangladesh, 1987). Without the kind of attention that a biographical subject 

deserves, explanations and analysis of Suhrawardy’s politics remain incomplete. Rahman and Mannan’s 

work have factual errors and are very biased in favor of Suhrawardy.  
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Bengal.13 In the process of these transitions, Suhrawardy employed communal language 

but it certainly did not define his politics for the time he was in office. What comes across 

in this study is the development of an “individualized identity,” an identity that is highly 

politicized but one that is equal parts Muslim and equal parts Bengali.14 These frames of 

reference make the study of Suhrawardy’s political life fascinating and as a political 

story, mostly provincial, it can hold its own amidst a historiography where the 

independence and partition saga have claimed all the limelight. This period in Indian 

history is invariably studied in terms of a clash between communal ideology of the 

Muslim League party and nationalist ideology of the Congress party. This chapter will 

problematize the notion of applying these ideologies for a study of provincial high 

politics because as Suhrawardy’s politics will show, it was difficult, near impossible, to 

triangulate ideology and political expediency. The lines between Suhrawardy’s politics of 

exclusion and inclusion are not just messy, they demarcate political goals only. 

Ideologies had their bearings on Suhrawardy’s political choices and goals only at times, 

but they certainly, did not dictate them. It is unfortunate that this dynamic, important and 

interesting politician is still in need of a good biographer.15 

A BURDEN INHERITED: GOVERNOR’S RULE IN BENGAL  

Suhrawardy was colonial Bengal’s last chief minister. He took office in April, 

1946. His rise within the ranks of the Bengal League started in 1945, after Nazimuddin’s 

                                                 
13 Neeti Nair, Changing Homelands : Hindu Politics and the Partition of India (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press), 14, 111. Nair’s exploration of Lajpat Rai and Swami Sharaddhanad and their 

“complex, multiple” strands of communalism and anti-colonial nationalism is similar. As she separates the 

individual strands of their identities it becomes clear that what once appeared contradictory is actually the 

reality of their political lives and decisions.  
14 F. Robinson, "The British Empire and Muslim Identity in South Asia," Transactions- Royal Historical 

Society 8, no. Sers 6 (1998): 288-89. 
15 Huseyn Shaheed  Suhrawardy, Memoirs of Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy with a Brief Account of His Life 

and Work, ed. Mohammad H. R. Talukdar (Karachi; Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). 

For the period covered here this memoir serves only as a biography. It has no citations. Kazi Ahmed 

Kamal, Politicians and inside Stories; a Glimpse Mainly into Lives of Fazlul Huq, Shaheed Suhrawardy 

and Moulana Bhashani (Dacca: Kazi Giasuddin Ahmed], 1970). The biography contains no footnotes or 

bibliography.  
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ministry fell. A very well known and important figure in Muslim League in Bengal, from 

1945 Suhrawardy aimed towards becoming its leader. 1945 also happened to be the year 

when Section 93 was declared in Bengal. Under Section 93, Bengal came to be 

administered by its Governor, Richard Casey.16 As Casey took over governance of the 

province, the process of decolonization epitomized by the grant of provincial autonomy 

came to a rude halt.17 Section 93 had been implemented in 1941 between Huq’s 

resignation and Nazimuddin’s appointment. It hardly lasted for a month then. Normalcy 

was restored and the reins of governance were transferred to Nazimuddin quite quickly. 

In March 1945, however Section 93 acquired a different meaning, because it continued to 

be in effect for well over a year. The duration of the period signified a reversal in the 

decolonization initiative. This impacted the nature of administration in Bengal where 

British interests again reigned supreme, that too without any indigenous ministry to act as 

a check. It was not until 1946 that Suhrawardy realized the burden he had inherited.  

On 29
th

 March 1945 it became clear to Governor Richard Casey that the sitting 

Chief Minister, Khwaja Nazimuddin would not be able to prove his majority on the floor 

of the Assembly. The very next day in a telegram Casey told Viceroy, Percival Wavell 

that it was best to allow Section 93 to continue until fresh elections could be held.18 In a 

week’s time, in a press statement, Casey justified his decision on the basis that Bengal 

needed “respite from political, communal and personal animosities.”19 Casey’s 

                                                 
16 Arthur Berriedale Keith, A Constitutional History of India, 1600-1935 (New York: Barnes & Noble, 

1969), 355-56. Included in part III and chapter VI of the Government of India Act 1935, the 93 rd section 

of the Act described the power structure of a province in the event of “Failure of Constitutional 

Machinery.” For this section to be put in use the Governor alone had to be “satisfied that the situation has 

arisen.” The Governor could then issue a proclamation, by which he would not only “assume to himself” all 

administrative powers in the province, but also suspend “in whole or in part the operation of any provisions 

of the Act.  
17 U. Kaura, "Provincial Autonomy and the Congress-League Rift, 1937-1939," International Studies 14, 

no. 4 (1975). While Kaura’s article is mainly focused on the rift, the reason behind this rift is explained by 

the great opportunity that provincial autonomy created for indigenous parties to grab power and political 

presence.   
18 Casey to Wavell, 30 March 1945, L/PJ/8/653, IOL. 
19 Casey to Coville, 8 April 1945, L/PJ/8/653, IOL. 
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administration delivered that respite but at a high cost. The issues of food and cloth 

famine, water and milk shortage, floods and the outbreak of a cholera epidemic were not 

by any means new to Bengal. Since 1942 these had been persistent. Casey’s 

administration failed miserably to address these issues. On 19
th

 August, a “Section 93 

Protest Day” was held in Calcutta and was widely attended.20 As he was a symbol of 

British rule in Bengal, criticism against Casey was relentless and the ire against his 

administration uncontainable. No effective change took place after the protests. The cloth 

crisis continued to get worse. In Gaibandha, Rajshahi district, the police fired on a crowd 

that was demanding redress. There was a frantic scramble for cloth.21 Strikes too, added 

to Casey’s worries. In September, twelve thousand men went on strike in the Allenbury 

Automobile Co. By the time the strike entered its 29
th

 day the Government had to 

intervene.22 Strikes were not new to Bengal, but in 1945 they became deleterious to the 

economy because they engaged huge numbers of workers and went on for days. Despite 

the sorry state of affairs under his administration, Casey announced in a public broadcast 

that Section 93 was not only going “smoothly” but with a fair amount of “vigor.”23 The 

statement obfuscated more than it revealed. The Bengal economy was in the dumps when 

Section 93 came to an end. Police repression had been rampant. In addition, issues that 

Casey could not have been bothered to deal with, like the abolition of zamindari, became 

                                                 
20 , Times of India, 6 August 1945. , Times of India 9 October 1945. The headlines on these days were, 

“Famine fears in Bengal” and  “Bengal may again face famine.” Huq and Mookerjee were not in the 

wrong. 
21 , Amrita Bazar Patrika, 4 July 1945. 
22 , Ibid., 26 October. 
23 Casey to Wavell, 19 July 1945, L/PJ/5/152, Bengal  Governor’s Fortnightly Reports, IOL. Nripendra 

Nath Mitra, ed., The Indian Annual Register. Vol 2, July to December (Calcutta: Annual Register Office., 

1945), 2. 
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Suhrawardy’s responsibility when he assumed power.24 It was this Bengal, grief-stricken, 

poor, sick and malnourished, that Suhrawardy had to administer.  

The arrangement of Section 93 as well as the year of Section 93 had different 

consequences for Suhrawardy’s tenure and for Bengal politics. On 15 August, when 

Japan accepted the Allied terms of surrender, the war came to an end.25 As soon as news 

of the end of the war reached India, the people of Bengal demanded the withdrawal of 

Section 93. The Calcutta Citizens’ protest meeting took place in the University Institute 

Hall. The speakers, one after the other, unequivocally blamed the Casey administration 

for Bengal’s “misery” and demanded fresh elections.26 The impending elections also 

brought a logical conclusion to the Simla Conference, that is, Wavell’s plan to negotiate a 

deal with India’s national leaders in June 1945. The election thus served as a confluence 

of provincial history and national history. Bengal’s fate became linked with India’s future 

and that future depended on what happened to Bengal and where it would go to: India or 

Pakistan, and whether it would be partitioned. The Secretary of State, Lord Amery 

confirmed that the basis of the conference was that representatives of Congress and 

Muslim League would be allowed to run the government.27 Commenting on the first 

day’s discussion Wavell wrote: “The level of discussion was not high and I was appalled 

at the quality round the table….If we can build a self governing India on this sort of 

                                                 
24 In Bengal the twentieth century saw a long drawn battle against the Permanent Settlement, instituted by 

the British in 1793. The settlement gave unlimited powers to the landlords, known as zamindars, which 

they used to oppress the cultivators, mostly Muslims. With Suhrawardy, a Muslim chief minister in power, 

the unlettered Muslim masses of Bengal expected redress. 
25 , Amrita Bazar Patrika, 16 August 1945. 
26 Amrita Bazar Patrika, 18-21 August 1945.* 
27 Abul Kalam Azad, India Wins Freedom : The Complete Version (New Delhi: Orient Longman, 1989), 

109. 
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material, we shall have emulated the legendary rope trick.”28 He also predicted that the 

talks would fail, and fail they did. Jinnah maintained that the League alone should have 

the right to nominate a Muslim to the Executive Council. Congress’ outright refusal to 

accept this clause sealed the fate of the Simla Conference. 29 On 19 September the British 

Government of India, compelled to keep going forward, announced that India would have 

elections to the central legislature in December 1945 to be followed by provincial 

elections in January 1946.30 These elections paved the way for Suhrawardy’s politics of 

exclusion because Congress’ decision not to accept Muslim League as spokesperson of 

all Muslims in India meant that Muslim League would have to use the elections as a show 

of power and representation. Bengal naturally became a key Muslim League playing 

ground, and Suhrawardy in charge of delivering results.  

The development of Suhrawardy’s politics of exclusion, as a path that sought no 

cooperation from Hindus, mostly Congress and Hindu Mahasabha supporters in Bengal, 

was made more concrete by the experience of the Indian National Army trials. During the 

war the British Government had “blacked” out Subhas Bose by following a “policy of 

silence” with regard to the INA and the Provisional Government of Free India.31 After the 

war belated tales of the warfare spread like fire and so did anti- British resentment. 

                                                 
28 Archibald Percival Wavell, Wavell : The Viceroy's Journal, ed. Penderel Moon (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1973), 147. Wavell has good things to say about Jinnah’s legal brain and his opinion of 

Liaquat and Khizr Hyat Khan but pretty much nothing good about Congressmen, the prominent ones who 

ended up governing India. 
29 Miriam S. Farley, "The Simla Conference," Far Eastern Survey 14, no. 16 (1945): 222.Farley writes, at 

Simla “the intransigence of the Moslem League or more precisely of its president, Mr Jinnah seemed to be 

the only major obstacle in the way of British-India agreement.” 
30 R. J. Moore, Escape from Empire : The Attlee Government and the Indian Problem (Oxford 

[Oxfordshire]: Clarendon Press, 1983). Moore looks at British approach towards transfer of power. Amit 

Kumar Gupta, "Myth and Reality : The Struggle for Freedom in India, 1945-47" (New Delhi, Nehru 

Memorial Museum and Library, 1987).  
31 Leonard A Gordon, Brothers against the Raj. A Biography of Indian Nationalists (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1990), 547. Bose was a freedom fighter. He is most well known for attacking British 

India from the North-East with Japan’s help.  
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Whatever goodwill the British may have garnered by announcing the elections quickly 

diminished when the INA trials were announced. Fighting the cause of the INA men 

helped Congress establish emotional contact with the masses before the elections and 

counter Muslim League’s equally emotional plea for Pakistan. In Bengal, several clashes 

took place between student demonstrators and the police. Newspapers printed these 

stories under headlines like “Student Blood Bath.”32 As trials went on from November 

1945 to February 1946, spontaneous hartals (protests) broke out. In February 1946, there 

were mile-long processions, attacks on passengers, and the Kalighat tram depot was set 

on fire. The army had to be brought in.33 Casey wrote in his reports that Calcutta was 

clearly getting into the hands of the mob.34 While all this was going on and Bengal was 

increasingly mirroring the mood of national politics, Bengal League, obediently followed 

Muslim League’s directives to steer clear of this nationalist fervor. This narrow focus on 

winning the elections resulted in a missed opportunity for Hindu-Muslim unity in Bengal, 

repercussions of which would weigh on Suhrawardy a year later.   

Matching the Congress’ “Quit India” slogan was the Muslim League’s Pakistan 

demand. What the Simla Conference had not done for Jinnah, the announcement of the 

elections had. Jinnah declared that general elections to central and provincial assemblies 

would be a ‘plebiscite’ of the Muslims of India for Pakistan. He wanted Muslims of India 

                                                 
32 , Amrita Bazar Patrika, 22 November 1945, 22 Nov 1945 abp. L. C. Green, "The Indian National Army 

Trials," The Modern Law Review 11, no. 1 (1948). Green discusses in great detail the legal aspect of some 

these trials. He also points out (p48-49) how trails were taking place in 1943 and 1944 as well but they 

became politicized in India only after the end of the war. 
33 Frederick James, "The Indian Political Scene," International Affairs (Royal Institute of International 

Affairs) 23, no. 2 (1947): 222. James presents the British contemporary view. James is dismayed by how 

Indians were rising to defend army men who had betrayed the British government. Sir Francis Tuker, While 

Memory Serves (Cassell, 1950), 59. Tuker argues vehemently against the dropping of charges against the 

three INA men. 
34 Nripendra Nath Mitra, ed., The Indian Annual Register. Vol 1, January -June. (Calcutta: Annual Register 

Office., 1946), 269-84. 
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to prove to the world that the Muslim League represented the Muslim nation in India.35 

Pakistan may not have become a tangible reality but it was alive because the British 

would not “divest” themselves of their “obligations to the minorities.”36 For the Bengal 

League, the Pakistan issue was a winning card in the election campaign. The campaign 

was launched in Bengal on 27 December 1945. Suhrawardy addressed a crowd in 

Maidan, in newly practiced Bengali from the top of the Ochterlony Monument.37 He was 

greeted with cries of allah ho akbar.38 In the central legislative elections the Muslim 

League won all the 30 Muslim seats. The Congress secured 52 out of 62 general seats.39  

In Bengal, the results were not unexpected. Muslim League was the single largest party. 

It won 113 out of 121 total Muslim seats.40 Suhrawardy as leader of the party was invited 

to form the ministry on 2 April 1946. Section 93 ceased to be in force soon after. 

Suhrawardy, therefore, not only inherited a poorly administered province from Casey, but 

also a hardened communal line between Hindus and Muslims. The repercussions of the 

former could have been offset by Hindu-Muslim unity but ironically, Suhrawardy had 

contributed towards alienating the Hindus. The problem of the second burden was 

perhaps bigger because Suhrawardy did not see it as one, definitely not, when he took 

office.  

                                                 
35 , Amrita Bazar Patrika, 8 November 1945, 8 nov 1945 abp. 
36 Archibald Percival Wavell, Wavell : The Viceroy's Journal, ed. Penderel Moon (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1973), 182-83. Entry on 5 November 1945.  
37 Shaista Suhrawardy Ikramullah, Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy : A Biography (Karachi; New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1991), 38. Ikramullah writes that it was during this time that Suhrawardy taught 

himself to speak Bengali.  
38 Ibid., 46. Abul Hashim, In Retrospection (Dacca: Subarna Publishers : Distributor, Mowla Bros., 1974), 

95. 
39 Suranjan Das, Communal Riots in Bengal, 1905-1947 (Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press, 

1991), 165. 
40 Nripendra Nath Mitra, ed., The Indian Annual Register. Vol 1, January -June. (Calcutta: Annual Register 

Office., 1946), 230-31. Total seats were 250.  
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THE BATTLE WITHIN: MANEUVERING PROVINCIAL POLITICS 

Suhrawardy had been part of Huq’s ministry as well as Nazimuddin’s. He had 

been a Muslim League loyalist and the Muslim leader responsible for broadening the 

Muslim League’s base in Bengal and making it popular.41 When Nazimuddin’s ministry 

fell in 1945, Suhrawardy was not the obvious choice for chief minister, far from it. The 

year of Section 93, from April 1945 to March 1946, was an acid test of his diplomacy and 

perseverance. During the year of Section 93 Bengali politicians may not have had 

administrative power, but they remained politically active. For the Bengal Congress, the 

Hindu Mahasabha and particularly the Bengal League, their political future depended on 

how they fared in this crucial year of Governor’s Rule. At a time when independence 

became increasingly a certainty, slices of power in the provinces, especially in a huge one 

like Bengal, were key indicators of power at the national level. The grant of separate 

electorates had implied that even in the best possible scenario Bengal could not have a 

Congress ministry. While it was possible for Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha to 

broker a coalition, real gains for the party lay at the national level.42  This cleared the 

field for Suhrawardy, who directed all his efforts in coming to the forefront of Bengal 

League. His greatest concern was therefore not Congress or Hindu Mahasabha but the 

Bengal League itself. This focus again defined Suhrawardy’s politics of exclusion, which 

not only alienated Hindus and Congress supporters, but aimed at sidelining bureaucratic-

minded Muslim Leaguers, like the previous chief minister, Nazimuddin and his 

supporters. Interestingly, the communal ideology and emotional demand for Pakistan 

                                                 
41 Shila Sen, Muslim Politics in Bengal, 1937-1947 (New Delhi: Impex India, 1976), 182. Peter Hardy, The 

Muslims of British India (London: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 235. Shaista Suhrawardy 

Ikramullah, From Purdah to Parliament (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2000), 99. There is not much 

difference of opinion about the role he played in broadening the base of ML in Bengal.  
42 Nripendra Nath Mitra, ed., The Indian Annual Register. Vol 2, July to December (Calcutta: Annual 

Register Office., 1945). For instance, the Hindu Mahasabha protested against the Wavell plan (Simla 

Conference) calling it “anti-Hindu, anti-democratic and anti-national.” There was no campaign vilifying the 

Muslim League. 
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were of no use to Suhrawardy as he fought this battle within, with none other than his 

fellow Leaguers.   

There was tremendous infighting among Bengali Muslims. But Muslim non-

Leaguers were dwindling in strength. In his memoirs, KPP activist turned Muslim 

Leaguer, Abul Mansur Ahmad essays his personal experience of embracing the idea of 

Pakistan, much before he formally joined the Muslim League in 1946. Muslims of 

Bengal, followed different trajectories in offering their loyalty to Muslim League. To its 

credit the party was able to offer itself to include many shades of opinions and interests, 

the only non-negotiable one being, the demand for Pakistan.43 By the end of 1945 Bengal 

League had strengthened itself so much that erstwhile factionalism did not affect the 

party any more.44 The work of Suhrawardy and Abul Hashim, Bengal League’s secretary, 

was significant in this regard. The fact that the Muslim League was in a safe spot in terms 

of provincial politics did not mean Suhrawardy’s candidacy in its provincial chapter was 

secure. From April 1945 onwards Suhrawardy fought tirelessly to work the internal 

machinery of the League to thrust himself foreword. In his efforts the support that he 

found from Abul Hashim was critical. Nazimuddin and his followers, the Khwajas- as 

they were called, formed a strong section of the Muslim League and while they managed 

to project the party in the Assembly, Hashim and his followers worked on the grassroots, 

persuading Bengali Muslims to become Leaguers. For Suhrawardy to have a shot at 

becoming chief minister, Hashim’s support was indispensable. Hashim had been the 

                                                 
43 Ahmad Abul Hasan Mansur, Amar Dekha Rajnitir Panchash Bachhar (Dhaka: Srijan, 1988), 186-91. 

KPP was a non-communal political party which represented the rural and agricultural constituency. It drew 

its main support from among Muslims. By 1945 it had lost most its former glory.  
44 Semanti Ghosh, "Nationalism and the Problem of Difference : Bengal, 1905-1947" (Tufts University, 

1999). Neilesh Bose, Recasting the Region : Language, Culture, and Islam in Colonial Bengal (New Delhi: 
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secretary of Bengal League since 1943 and in 1945 he was serving his second term.45 He 

was known for his sympathies towards the left but in his memoirs, In Introspection, he 

denies it. As part of his effort to make the Muslim League stronger he decided to write a 

manifesto for the party.46 Suhrawardy had no qualms enlisting Hashim’s support despite 

what other prominent Leaguers may have thought of him.47  Consequent to being 

opposed to the Khawajas, Suhrawardy and Hashim evolved into another group. 

Suhrawardy’s sole focus was the Parliamentary Board elections.48 

A close witness to these elections was Ispahani. Writing to Jinnah in September 

1945, he hoped that the formation of the Muslim League Parliamentary Board and the 

forthcoming election would not lead to “internecine warfare,” because there were “some 

disquieting signs already on the horizon.”49 His worst fears came true when on 29 

September the fight between Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy’s factions became public.50 

On 30 September the Council of the League met to elect its five representatives in the 

Parliamentary Board. Though both Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy expected to win, when 

results were announced, it was a clear win for Suhrawardy’s men.51 Though Ispahani 

reserved his comments on Suhrawardy, he was extremely critical of his followers. In 

                                                 
45 Suranjan Das, Communal Riots in Bengal, 1905-1947 (Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press, 
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46 Harun-or-Rashid, The Foreshadowing of Bangladesh, Bengal Muslim League and Muslim Politics, 

1906-1947 (Dhaka: The University Press Limited, 2003), 163.  
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48 Ibid., 165. 
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50 Ibid., 456-59.  
51 Shila Sen, Muslim Politics in Bengal, 1937-1947 (New Delhi: Impex India, 1976), 194-95. Sen writes 
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response to Ispahani’s letter, Jinnah expressed his regret at how divisive Bengal Muslim 

League had become but refrained from weighing in on any one candidate or their 

followers.52 In more ways than one, this was a great sign for Suhrawardy. Jinnah’s 

disapproval could foil his chances of becoming Chief Minister. Jinnah may have chosen 

not to get involved in provincial matters, but it is also possible that Jinnah was impressed 

by how Hashim had strengthened the Muslim League and how he was preparing for the 

forthcoming elections. On Sept 6 Abul Hashim published a booklet “Let Us Go To War.” 

This became a guideline for the election campaign for not just Muslims in Bengal, but all 

of India. Hashim argued in the booklet that there was never one nation of free Indians and 

so the demand for Pakistan was not at all radical. In any case Muslims would not tolerate 

any domination or exploitation by the British or the Indian, meaning Congress.53 Hashim 

took care to visit all 119 constituencies and selected the nominees with great care. 33 

sittings took place in Suhrawardy’s house on 40 Theatre Road. A Bengali weekly was 

also published November onwards, “Millat.” In peak days Millat published 15000 copies 

per week.54 This was the first time the Muslim League had conducted its election 

campaign in such an organized and professional manner. The result of this 

professionalization was the defeat of Nazimuddin, a victory for Suhrawardy. Shaken by 

defeat at the Board elections, Nazimuddin told Twynam (the acting Governor of Bengal) 

that he would give up politics.55 

By November 1945 it was clear to Suhrawardy that he would be invited to 

become Chief Minister. On 16 March 1946 Bengal’s new Governor Frederick Burrows 
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landed in Calcutta, and on 17 March Bengal went to the polls. In his first Fortnightly 

Report Burrows assessed that it was certain that Congress and Muslim League would 

secure cent percent success in general (including Scheduled Caste) and Muslim 

constituencies. What was uncertain was how the independents and non-Muslim League 

Muslims would fare and how that would change coalition arithmetic.56 The Bengal 

elections passed off “quietly.” There were no untoward incidents. The Muslim League 

was the largest party in the Assembly. It won 115 seats. Congress as the second largest 

party won 62 seats. There was virtual elimination by Congress of smaller parties.57 On 

2nd April 1946, Burrows invited Suhrawardy to form the government. It is important to 

note here that Suhrawardy was able to successfully achieve this position without 

employing any ideology whatsoever. This game of intra-Bengal League politics was in 

more ways than one more crucial and difficult for Suhrawardy, and yet all it needed was 

finding the right partner, and Suhrawardy found that in Hashim.  

Not only had everything worked out as Suhrawardy had hoped, but Muslim 

League elections results had exceeded Suhrawardy’s expectation, in an interesting way 

perhaps. In his Memoirs  Suhrawardy wrote that, Bengal results saved the Muslim 

League from “impending disaster” and the “demand for Pakistan from becoming 

ineffectual.” Punjab, Sind and NWFP – all Muslim majority provinces had voted against 

Pakistan.58 Even Burrows agreed that the election results in Bengal showed that more 

people voted for Pakistan than against it.59 In Punjab the Unionist Party and the Muslim 
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League won equal numbers in the legislature though it was a Muslim majority province.60 

In Sind, the Muslim League did not have a majority. In NWFP where the Muslim 

majority was the largest, all League efforts failed and Congress formed the government.61 

Jinnah may have brought Pakistan into being, but Suhrawardy gave him the weapon to 

fight for it. Suhrawardy was not exaggerating his importance because on June 25, 1945, 

Wavell had written about Jinnah, “he has certainly not got the grip on his followers that 

Congress has…”62 Provinces other than Bengal were clear evidence of this. Suhrawardy 

wrote, “But for the victory of Muslim League in Bengal, the British would have left the 

destiny of India in the hands of the Congress.”63 So instead of lamenting Muslim 

League’s performance in other Muslim majority provinces, Suhrawardy cherished the 

position of importance that the Bengal election results had thrust upon him. The victory 

of the Muslim League in Bengal became Suhrawardy’s personal triumph. Jinnah sent his 

congratulations to Suhrawardy. In the Muslim League Legislators’ Convention in New 

Delhi to be held soon, Suhrawardy was invited to move the resolution.  

The April Convention, as the New Delhi Muslim League convention came to be 

known as, was like a feather in Suhrawardy’s cap, a national platform of sorts. It was also 
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the start of a more public announcement of Suhrawardy’s politics of exclusion. On 9
th

 

April, Suhrawardy took the stage in the Anglo-Arabic College Quadrangle. The crowd 

was ecstatic, having heard Jinnah the previous day. It was Suhrawardy’s chance to make 

his mark. He concurred with Jinnah that Muslim League would never submit to a 

constitution for united India. Suhrawardy then went a step ahead, in what was clearly a 

divisive statement for a new chief minister, and said: “Whereas the Hindu caste system is 

a direct negation of nationalism, equality, democracy and all noble ideas that Islam stands 

for,” thus implying again that as Muslim League was a Muslim organization, Congress 

was a Hindu one.64 This difference with the Hindus that Suhrawardy had cultivated 

through 1945 saw its first formal manifestation in Suhrawardy’s failed attempt at a 

coalition with the Hindus. On 14 April Bengal coalition talks started between Azad, 

Congress President, Kiran Sankar Roy, leader of Congress Assembly Party in Bengal and 

Suhrawardy on the possibility of Congress participation in Suhrawardy’s ministry.65 

When Burrows invited Suhrawardy to form his ministry, he also extended encouragement 

to Suhrawardy to form a League-Congress coalition government in Bengal. In two days 

while talks were still on, riding high on his position of importance, Suhrawardy 

announced that irrespective of what happened to the talks he would submit the names of 

his cabinet ministers by April 18.66 He was not able to keep his promise. Soon after, 

Bengal coalition talks also broke down.67 Burrows’ version was that both Congress and 
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Muslim League had been obstinate. The cabinet formation was delayed because it did not 

have a caste Hindu.68 Burrows was satisfied that Suhrawardy did the best he could, and 

the task of formalizing the ministry progressed. On 24
th

 April the new cabinet headed by 

Suhrawardy took the Oath before Burrows in the Throne Room at Government House. 

The downside of Suhrawardy’s politics was his refusal to see the need for better relations 

with the Hindus but it was not evident to Suhrawardy in April 1946, and if evident, he did 

not see it as a problem. He had just become Chief Minister of Bengal. The confidence 

with which he formed his ministry without caste Hindu support was misleading as his 

administrative responsibilities would make him realize by August 1946.  

THE LULL BEFORE THE STORM: PROVINCIAL AUTONOMY RETURNS 

After arriving in Bengal in March 1946, Governor Burrows had spent three days 

with Casey. Casey showed him the ropes before he left for London. In his first letter to 

Viceroy Wavell, Burrows expertly commented that “election is passing, food position is a 

constant preoccupation.”69 The elections were rather uneventful, which was a positive 

thing for Bengal. Burrows however had no way to know then that food would soon cease 

to be a “constant preoccupation.” It is not that the food problem got solved miraculously. 

It was because Bengal witnessed communal carnage on 16 August, of the scale never 

seen before in Bengal, or India for that matter. The scale of violence and the chain of 

events it triggered made the food problem appear negligible in comparison. It was a 

watershed moment after which food was the least of Burrows’ worries, as also of 

Suhrawardy’s. For the time being, before the storm, the new Governor and the new Chief 
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Minister had a province to run. The elections had been long awaited, and there were 

issues that needed attention. Though in Bengal there was no great enthusiasm for the 

Muslim ministry among its sizeable Hindu minority; the Muslims, most of them 

economically downtrodden, expected the Suhrawardy ministry to better their conditions.  

The position of the Chief Minister of Bengal would make certain demands on 

Suhrawardy. With the termination of Section 93, the hard earned prize of provincial 

autonomy returned to Bengal and strides in governance had to be made, peace had to be 

maintained. Suhrawardy had proved his administrative acumen in the past, but this time 

he had to ensure the efficiency of the entire ministry. As a Muslim League leader, his 

position demanded that he deliver on the promises he made to the Muslims, most 

important among which was the abolition of the zamindari system. The Muslim peasants 

in Bengal had been loyal to KPP. In 1943, disillusioned by Huq’s inability to deliver, 

some of them had joined the Muslim League. In 1946 however, most of these peasants 

had been ushered in under the Muslim League banner by Suhrawardy and Hashim.70 

Pakistan, it was promised, would solve all their economic woes. The Bengali Muslims 

played a crucial role in bringing Suhrawardy to power but they alone could not ensure his 

success post elections. The position of chief minister demanded also that Suhrawardy act 

in the interest of all Bengal. This meant that his chances of success as a chief minister 

depended on how inclusive his politics would be; in other words bringing in the Hindu 

minority. As Chief Minister therefore, Suhrawardy would need to be as Bengali as 

Muslim. In his swearing-in speech Suhrawardy gave assurances to the minorities but he 
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would have to go beyond that. From the time he delivered his speech at the April 

Convention, there is no record of him giving inflammatory speeches, communal in 

nature. He may have toned down his opinions about how historically different the two 

communities were, but his politics continued to be defined by that speech. For his politics 

of exclusion had nothing much to offer to the Hindus, as becomes evident from his time 

in office. It is important to look at these few months, if only to bring to light a period that 

has only been noted as a precursor to Direct Action, which it certainly was not.71 Upon 

taking office Suhrawardy did not have to define the contours of his identity politics just 

yet, he had only one duty: to administer well. 

Administering Bengal was not easy. Famine and war had ravaged it and 

restoration initiatives were fraught with challenges. This was one of the most difficult 

consequences of Casey’s administration that Suhrawardy had to deal with. Famine 

conditions did not exist in Bengal in 1946 but prices remained high. Food was still the 

Government of India’s responsibility hence Burrows’, but Suhrawardy could not wash his 

hands of the matter as Chief Minister. Within a month of Suhrawardy taking charge 

Burrows worried that supply levels were actually dropping.72 In June at a press 

conference in Calcutta, Suhrawardy acknowledge that the food situation in Calcutta was 

serious. He pleaded for cooperation from civilians. He deplored that profiteering was still 

common.73 In July, an unusually high amount of rainfall in Chittagong combined with 

high tides in the estuaries of the river Karnafuli led to floods and consequent 
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displacement of thousands.74 In Calcutta the problem of destitution was also alarming. Of 

the total number of 1970 destitutes picked up from Calcutta’s streets since March 1946, 

1100 were non-Bengalis. The presence of destitutes put strains on the already fragile 

supply of food and cloth and hence Suhrawardy’s government was worried. His 

government requested other governments either to take back their destitutes or prevent 

their migration to Calcutta.75  

In 1946 the strikes had become worse, more politicized and large scale.76 On 30 

March seventeen jute mills were struck and 77000 workers were arrested. Post elections, 

those figures dropped drastically but neither were the strikes called off nor all those 

arrested released. This meant that the ministry was not out of the woods yet. Not just the 

jute mills, there were strikes in April and May in the Bata Shoe factory, Dacca Cotton 

Mills and the Fire Service as well.77 A general postal strike started on 22 July, affecting 

25000 men. The General Post Office remained open but work stood at a standstill, the 

telegraph service was dislocated and trains left with empty postal carriages.78 

Comparatively speaking, in dealing with the release of prisoners, Suhrawardy’s ministry 

had a greater degree of success. The issue had plagued Huq and Nazimuddin but it was in 

Suhrawardy’s tenure that the issue was near resolved. This was certainly not all 

Suhrawardy’s doing. When Suhrawardy was invited to form the ministry, there were only 
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63 political prisoners in Bengal’s jails, most of them Japanese contacts and terrorists.79 In 

June some more were released.80 In fact because most of these prisoners were Hindu, 

Suhrawardy could not even claim to have fought for the minority. Overall, Suhrawardy’s 

tenure had not started off very smoothly. War expenditure had crippled the economy so 

much that the relief Suhrawardy’s ministry sent out was neither enough nor consistent.  

A crucial part of this battle to bring prosperity to Bengal was fought on the floor 

of the Legislative Assembly. The coalition with the Congress not having worked out, 

Assembly debates soon became heated discussions between Muslims on one side and the 

Hindus, represented by Congress, on the other. The Assembly met for the first time on 14 

May. On 15 May the Muslim League nominee Khan Bahadur Nurul Amin was elected 

speaker. Khan Bahadur Syed Mohamed Afzal of the Proja party was defeated. Tofazzal 

Ali, also of Muslim League, became Deputy Speaker.81 In July discussion over Bills took 

place in the cabinet. The two most controversial subjects in the ministry’s platform were 

the Secondary Education bill and abolition of Permanent Settlement, but discussion 

showed that the ministers were not sure about the details of these bills and needed more 

time for preparation.82 This was a big loss of face for the Suhrawardy ministry. Muslim 

League had been campaigning on these issues for well over a year and when the time 

came to honor their promises, the ministers were not prepared. The cabinet was allowed 

extra time but the incident made Suhrawardy very worried. Whereas poor Muslim 

                                                 
79 Burrows to Wavell, 25 April 1946, L/PJ/5/153, Bengal  Governor’s Fortnightly Reports, IOL 
80 Burrows to Wavell, 3 June 1946, L/PJ/5/153, Bengal  Governor’s Fortnightly Reports, IOL 
81 , The Statesman, 15 May 1946. Abul Hashim, In Retrospection (Dacca: Subarna Publishers : Distributor, 

Mowla Bros., 1974), 111. Both candidates were Nazimuddin’s friends and it was on Hashim’s insistence 

that their candidacy was accepted by Suhrawardy. The gesture was aimed at bringing the Nazimuddin 

faction closer. Burrows in any case had raised some concerns that the cabinet ministers were also from 

Suhrawardy’s group. 
82 Burrows to Wavell, 18 July 1946, L/PJ/5/153, Bengal  Governor’s Fortnightly Reports, IOL 



240 

 

peasants looked forward to the abolition of zamindari, the Hindus, being socially and 

culturally more advanced were more involved with the fate of the Secondary Education 

Bill.83 Suhrawardy’s ministry failed to deliver for both these communities. The Budget 

Session started on 24
 
July. The Budget was introduced by Finance Minister, Khan 

Bahadur Mohammad Ali. There was a deficit of 10 crores. The ministry came under 

immediate attack. Muslim League members tried in vain to make sense and argue that the 

real problems were the policies pursued under Section 93.84 Haripada Chatterjee of 

Congress said there was no plan for nation building. Shamsuddin Khondkar, a Leaguer 

welcomed the budget as presenting a bright look for the province. C W Smiles, of the 

European Group congratulated the finance minister on the clarity of the budget speech.85 

As always there were some praises but those mostly got drowned in the voices that 

attacked the ministry from all quarters. Suhrawardy enjoyed a numerical majority on the 

floor of the house and that saved his ministry. But ground realities of Bengal were so 

stark that Suhrawardy began harboring fears about keeping his seat. During the year of 

Section 93, national politics and Suhrawardy’s own politics had both come in the way of 

Hindu-Muslim unity. At the time of ministry formation Suhrawardy himself worked at 

coalition half-heartedly. By June-July this missed opportunity for reconciliation weighed 

heavily on Suhrawardy.  

While Suhrawardy was governing in Bengal, important developments were taking 

place at the national level. With a view to making progress regarding transfer of power, 

the Cabinet Mission landed in India on 23 March, 1946. This was a clear indication that 
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the new Labor government was not “shirking the Indian problem but facing it boldly.”86 

Talks were held in Simla between 5
th

 and 12
th

 May. These talks did not lead anywhere. 

Muslim League wanted recognition of a grouping system that would give them 

Pakistan.87 Congress wanted a strong center, something that was anathema to the Muslim 

League.88 When the Mission’s May 16
th

 statement was announced, there was no 

recommendation for a separate Pakistan. The Mission did not see any “justification for 

including within a sovereign Pakistan those districts of the Punjab, Bengal and Assam in 

which the population is predominantly non-Muslim.”89 There was recommendation for 

the formation of a Constituent Assembly to draw the future constitution of independent 

India. Despite this, the League Council accepted the Plan.90 The Congress proffered 

“conditional rejection.” It agreed to join the Constituent Assembly but was opposed to the 

idea of “parity” in the statement and also compulsory grouping.91 Discouraged by 

Congress’ response but not defeated, the Cabinet delegation went ahead and invited 

India’s leaders on June 16
th

 to accept an invitation to form an interim government soon.  

Congress rejected it reiterating its right to name a Muslim candidate in the interim 

government.92 The Muslim League in line with their earlier response accepted.93 On 27 
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June, the delegation, having realized the impossibility of forming the interim government 

without Congress, postponed it.94 The Muslim League naturally felt betrayed.95 In the 

Muslim Council meeting at the end of July, faith in Pakistan was reiterated. Jinnah said, 

“the British Government have gone back on their plighted word and abandoned what was 

announced as their final proposals…”96 The consensus of the League opinion was that the 

whole plan of the Cabinet Mission had to be rejected, “if the League and the 70 million 

Muslims it represents are to survive politically.” This meant, that in Bengal, the question 

of coalition with Congress was quite out of question for Suhrawardy, even if he would be 

so inclined. National events therefore made more concrete Suhrawardy’s politics of 

exclusion.  

These developments impacted Suhrawardy’s provincial politics to a great extent. 

On 8 April, Suhrawardy had met Wavell and the Cabinet Mission. They hardly asked 

Suhrawardy about Bengal and what his plans were about coalition or administration. 

They discussed the question of Pakistan with him at length. Suhrawardy expressed his 

faith in Jinnah and added that according to him Pakistan was a different country of 

Muslim majority provinces. He said that Muslim minorities left behind would become 
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“aliens” but if they wanted they could go to Pakistan as their “last resort.”97 A month 

later, the Cabinet Mission had rejected Pakistan. Despite such a blow, the Muslim League 

had accepted the Mission plan but by end of July, had felt compelled to withdraw its 

support. Pakistan no longer seemed feasible. For Suhrawardy, the idea of veering towards 

inclusive politics now to stabilize his provincial government and bring better governance 

to Bengal with more caste Hindus in his ministry could have made sense, but it was 

impossible to give shape to. For one Suhrawardy could not be sure of winning over the 

Hindus and even if that were possible, there was no certainty that better governance could 

be delivered. Also, if Suhrawardy chose to follow a path at variance with the Muslim 

League, he could not be sure to take Bengal League with him in that direction. The 

Cabinet Mission experience had been like an emotional roller coaster ride for Bengali 

Muslims, and practical politics dictated that Suhrawardy continue with his avowed 

exclusionary politics. Suhrawardy did not feel the need to appease Hindus from April to 

June because of his party’s own numerical strength, but also because the Muslim League 

was participating in talks as equals with the Congress at the center. In July, this position 

became shaky, but the fact still remained that the Muslim constituency had voted for 

Suhrawardy on the Pakistan issue primarily, and he could not abandon that. So be it 

pragmatism or devotion to the idea of Pakistan, Suhrawardy and his ministry stood strong 

behind the Muslim League’s decision on the Cabinet Mission. Lip service to the Muslim 

League’s decision also would not do. Jinnah’s plan clearly was to resort to a show of 

power, and without Bengal’s help it would be no show at all.  
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POLITICS OF EXCLUSION: DIRECT ACTION AND ITS AFTERMATH 

If the 20
th

 century is known for “historically unprecedented levels of bloodshed” 

then the Calcutta killings represented a shameful moment where thousands were 

“allowed to die by human decisions.”98 When the decision to reject the Cabinet Mission 

Plan in its entirety was announced, the Council of Muslim League also called for “Direct 

Action” to be observed on 16 August. The Resolution on Direct Action stated that the 

League had “exhausted without success all efforts to find a peaceful solution of the 

Indian problem…” On 30
th

 July Jinnah said the time had come to “bid goodbye to 

constitutional methods,” in the achievement of Pakistan.
99

 What happened in Calcutta 

starting 16 August was a riot, a bloodbath, a “fury.”100 It was the most ghastly way in 

which Suhrawardy’s politics of exclusion manifested itself. Suhrawardy had practiced his 

narrow parochial politics since 1945. He had not been overtly communal or antagonistic 

towards Hindus but he had also not sought to win their trust. Suhrawardy’s ministry did 

not propose or pass any legislation benefitting the Hindus. In July however, this brand of 

politics concretized when Jinnah called upon the provinces to observe Direct Action.  As 

leader of the largest Muslim province in India, Suhrawardy stood strong behind Jinnah in 

expressing his resentment of the British. In doing so however he embraced the 

responsibility of a Muslim Leaguer and abandoned his chief ministerial responsibilities. 

Also, from 29 July until 16 August, Suhrawardy’s speeches and action were deliberately 

aimed at underlining how the Muslims and Hindus were distinct communities and their 

goals could never be the same. 

This is how Suhrawardy perhaps interpreted the events. When Congress rejected 

the interim government in June, the British were willing to wait. In July when Muslim 

League rejected it the British became more aggressive about forming the government, 
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without it if necessary.101  By August, both Congress and Muslim League had rejected the 

interim government. They had done so at different times and in different ways. Jinnah’s 

rejection had been more pronounced and firm, Nehru’s equally firm but more conditional. 

Muslim League lost the opportunity to join the government but Congress did not. 

Suhrawardy’s all out effort at observing Direct Action in Bengal was inspired by this 

deep sense of betrayal. The Congress met at its Wardha Session between 8 -13 August 

and agreed to join the Interim Government. Congress had succeeded in negotiating the 

nomination of a Muslim Congress member, a point that Jinnah had been adamantly 

against. The proposal to join the interim government was forwarded to Jinnah but from 

Nehru.102 Jinnah would certainly not accept from Nehru what he had not accepted from 

the British. Sitting in Bengal, Suhrawardy at first may not have known how to react and 

how to observe 16 August. No instructions were sent out to the provinces. This gave 

Suhrawardy a free hand in interpreting what Direct Action would mean in Bengal. In a 

presidential speech at the meeting of the Muslim National Guard at the Calcutta Muslim 

                                                 
101 Nicholas Mansergh et al., The Transfer of Power 1942-7, vol. VIII (London: H.M.S.O., 1981). No. 94. 

Stafford Cripps, an architect of the Plan advised Wavell on 31 July to proceed with government formation 

without the Muslim League if necessary. Archibald Percival Wavell, Wavell : The Viceroy's Journal, ed. 

Penderel Moon (London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 326-27. On the same day, clearly influenced, 

Wavell wrote to Amery: “I dislike intensely the idea of having an Interim Government dominated by one 

party, but I feel I must try to get Congress in as soon as possible.” Amery suggested that Wavell approach 

Jinnah too, but Wavell thought it would look like “panic” and increase Jinnah’s “intransigence.” Irial 

Glynn, "'an Untouchable in the Presence of Brahmins' Lord Wavell's Disastrous Relationship with 

Whitehall During His Time as Viceroy to India, 1943-7 " Modern Asian Studies 41, no. 3 (2007): 656. As 

Glynn points out it is ironic that for all the charges Wavell levied on Cripps and Amery for being pro-

Congress, at this time Wavell did the greatest disservice to Jinnah by not giving him the same opportunity 

he gave Congress. 
102 Nicholas Mansergh et al., The Transfer of Power 1942-7, vol. VIII (London: H.M.S.O., 1981), 238-39. 

No. 153. A meeting took place between Jinnah and Nehru at the former’s residence but nothing came out of 

it. Jinnah noted on receiving Nehru’s letter that the he had already seen it in the press before he received his 

copy. Apart from the politics, the personalities of Jinnah and Nehru made these parleys even more 

complicated.  



246 

 

Institute he started by entreating the Muslim youth to gather under the Muslim League 

banner and join the National Guard.103  

Suhrawardy also declared 16 August as a public holiday in Bengal. The 

announcement was followed by a walkout in the Bengal Assembly. Congress appealed 

for the grant of an adjournment motion to discuss the government’s action but the deputy 

speaker, Tofazzal Ali refused to consent to the tabling of this motion.104 In the Bengal 

Council, Haridas Majumdar of Hindu Nationalist party said that declaring August 16 as a 

public holiday would not only affect business for Muslims but other communities as well. 

Suhrawardy responded by saying that the declaration was in consonance with the general 

powers vested in the government under the law “to maintain peace and order” in the 

province. The step had been taken, Suhrawardy argued, “to minimize chances of 

conflict,” and see that the day went of “peacefully.”105 It is clear from these initiatives 

that Suhrawardy did not see direct action as an anti-British agitation where he would gain 

by Congress participation. His politics kept the Hindus aloof. His minister, J N Mondal 

had also asked the Scheduled Caste community to join in the “celebrations” of the 

Muslim League Direct Action but it did not resonate with them, and neither did it give 

out the message that direct action could be observed by the Hindus as well.106 

The air was gloomy, foreboding trouble. Congress started mobilizing their 

supporters as well. Two days before direct action day the Bengal Congress organized a 
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meeting attended by 5000 people in south Calcutta. Suhrawardy delivered speeches, more 

as a Muslim politician seeking redressal of wrongs done to the Muslim community rather 

than as a chief minister. As Suhrawardy continued with his “intemperate” speeches,107 

Calcutta seemed mobilized along communal lines before the atrocities broke out.108 Much 

of this was because of the lack of clarity on direct action: what it meant, how it would be 

observed and what it would imply for future Muslim League politics. A lot was written in 

the papers about direct action but to these fundamental questions there were no answers, 

or at least not a clear one. For one, when Wavell had a conference with the Governors on 

8 August, Burrows told him that Suhrawardy did not know what direct action meant.109 It 

was Burrows’ opinion but not a wrong one. When Suhrawardy was asked in the 

Assembly why he thought a public holiday would reduce “conflict” and why were there 

chances of conflict in the first place, Suhrawardy had no answer. Ispahani writes that it 

was all clear from the beginning that that 16 th August was to be a day of hartals and 

meetings where the Muslim League would explain to Muslims and to the world their 

reason for rejecting the cabinet mission.110 True, it was known that a mass rally was 

planned at the foot of the Ochterloney Monument from 3 pm where Muslim leaders 

would speak but details were not known and hence the mystery. Wavell had in fact come 

to believe that ministries could resign, like Congress had done. Burrows also had started 
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dreading that the next ministry might have terrorists in it.111 Neither Burrows, nor Wavell 

suspected a very communal tone in the declaration for direct action. 

“Over 270 persons killed and 1600 injured in vicious communal rioting in 

Calcutta” – Statesman’s headline for 18 August underestimated or was ill-informed about 

the scale of violence that shook Calcutta. On 17th, which was a Saturday, no newspapers 

were published. The city was under mob rule. Dhurrumtollah was in ruins - loss of 

property and shop owners - Hindus and Muslims - were “stabbed or clubbed to death.”112 

The scale of violence was so widespread that it caused dislocation of the working of the 

Provincial Secretariat.113 On 18 August just before mid-day,  in Mowlali and Taltollah - 

two of the worst affected areas in central Calcutta, Congress, League and white flags 

were carried in processions that cried out “Hindu Muslim ek ho,” (Hindu Muslim are 

one) but the situation in those areas again deteriorated later in the afternoon.114 On the 

evening of 18 August, a curfew was declared from Friday 9 pm to Saturday 4 am, but the 

situation showed no improvement. Section 144 was promulgated in the city prohibiting 

assembly of 5 or more people. Mobile police patrolled and opened fire to disperse 

crowds. The death toll kept on rising. By the time Wavell visited Bengal on 24 August it 

was believed that 15,000 people had lost their lives.115 The task of cleaning the city was 
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an uphill one especially because there was no precedent for something like this in 

Calcutta. Scavengers employed by the Government’s Corpse Disposal Unit rendered 

great service. Squads of municipal sweepers and men of the Indian Pioneer Corps cleared 

away piles of stinking garbage, many of them filled with corpses.116 Dead bodies were 

often found in a state of decay.  

 If there was something worse than the murder, loot and destruction that took 

place in August, it was the trail of violence that followed, in Calcutta as also the rest of 

Bengal. As with the Calcutta riots, the outbreak of violence seemed sudden and no 

specific causes were known. During the last week of September, Calcutta again witnessed 

murders, knife injuries, molestation and rape.117 Then there were riots in Noakhali in 

eastern Bengal.118 Hashim recalls that on 7
th

 September Moulana Gholam Sarwar, a 

Moulavi from East Bengal declared that Muslims should “devise ways and means to 

wreck vengeance for the great Calcutta killing.”119 Sure enough, in October more than 

5000 people were killed. Hindu villages were destroyed, women were raped and many 

forced to convert.120 The issue that sparked the riots was “local Pakistan,” a nation for 

Muslims only. Later, Hindus also observed a Noakhali Day which they had marked with 
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retaliatory slaughter and conversions of Muslims. 121 This is a case in point. Many acts of 

violence committed, individually or in groups, during this dark period of 1946 leading up 

to partition were retaliatory in nature. Newspapers reported how refugees were fleeing 

from “goonda elements.”122 Interestingly, newspaper reports almost always refrained 

from identifying who the perpetrators were and who the victims were. Words like 

“goonda” and “hooligans” were used, almost never preceded by the word, Hindu, Muslim 

or Sikh. The idea was to obscure the communal nature of these riots. Even when 

newspapers reported conversion, the language was one of restraint – “women were 

abducted and forcibly converted to another faith.”123  

Contemporarily and in the historiography of the period, there is no denying that 

these were communal disturbances between Hindus and Muslims, and Sikhs in some 

cases. Differences arise in spotting the culprit or apportioning blame.  Hashim blamed 

Burrows and “agent provocateurs of British imperialism.”124 He writes that Suhrawardy 

had requested that the army be brought in, but the request was not granted by Burrows.125 

Sudhir Ghosh also told Wavell that Burrows was “out of depth” in being faced with the 

riot situation. 126 Azad adds his voice and admits that the government was 

unresponsive.127 Though there is not much disagreement about the fact that the British 

were “less than prompt in suppressing it,” all critics of the British know that their failure 
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lay in their inability to contain the violence once it had erupted.128 They certainly cannot 

be held responsible for why the riots started in the first place. Apart from the British the 

usual suspects are the ones who participated in the riots: the Hindus and the Muslims. On 

17 August, Saturday, Sarat Chandra Bose called Wavell and told him that the police were 

favoring the Muslims against the Hindus.129 Asok Mitra recalls how the Muslims had 

planned it to the last meticulous detail.130 Contrarily Ispahani recalls how “violence 

started by Congress and Hindu Mahasabha engulfed the city.”131 Like Mitra, voices 

blaming the Muslims for the massacre are so dominant that Ispahani goes to great lengths 

to defend the Muslims. He cited a Hindu saying that Congress was responsible. He also 

referred to the editor of the Statesman, Ian Stephen’s comment that no where else in India 

had direct action become so violent and concluded that it meant that Muslims must not be 

blamed.132 The blame game could not be brought to any logical end because at the end of 

the day both Hindus and Muslims had been victims, as they had been perpetrators. More 

Muslims died in the Calcutta riots and Hindus were nothing if not adequately prepared 

and armed to deal with the Muslims.133  
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In discussions of who should be held responsible for this blood bath in Calcutta it 

has not been sufficient to ask who started it, or who perpetrated acts of violence. The first 

offender, Muslim or Hindu need not have been the person responsible for the carnage. 

The scale of violence demanded, justifiably so, a more fundamental inquiry into who or 

what caused it. This is where Suhrawardy came in. Azad was of the opinion that 

Suhrawardy’s ministry had “apprehended” the trouble but had still not taken sufficient 

precautions.134 There were more direct attacks on Suhrawardy. Wavell predicted that 

when the Committee for Enquiry investigated the riots, they would consider 

Suhrawardy’s “foolish speech” on 16 August in the Maidan as the trigger for the riots. 

Sudhir Ghosh told Wavell that Suhrawardy knew the people who were causing these riots 

and that he should just call and ask them to “stop.”135 By making it sound so easy, Ghosh 

made a very big allegation against a sitting Chief Minister, and that is probably why, in 

the first place, Suhrawardy came up for so much criticism; because of the seat he 

occupied. His decision to call a public holiday was considered “unwise” by Wavell and a 

“mistake” by his party member, Abul Hashim.136 In an All India Radio broadcast 

Suhrawardy pleaded that the time had not yet come to assign blame. No one, especially 

outside the government, knew the facts and therefore it was not possible to apportion 

blame, he said.137 Suhrawardy alone did not create the communal environment in Bengal, 

but he was also not a victim of circumstances. As Chief Minister, he had not pursued a 
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policy of peace with the Hindus. He had single-handedly declared 16 August as holiday 

but had not been able to bear the responsibility of its implications, in strict administrative 

terms. In ascribing blame to Suhrawardy, scholars and contemporaries alike do not take 

into account the political context behind Suhrawardy’s role in the riots. Suhrawardy’s 

deliberate sidestepping of the issue of Hindu-Muslim unity was more of a provincial 

decision of a Muslim leader than a communal one. Even if not the Calcutta riots 

themselves, the series of riots that followed hinted to Suhrawardy that his politics of 

exclusion, because of the violent extent to which it had been stretched, had backfired.  

Suhrawardy’s politics of exclusion, passively observed until June, and actively 

professed from July onwards, exacerbated the volatile nature of Bengal’s communal 

relations. There is much to be said about the existing tension in Bengal among the Hindus 

and the Muslims. Time and again, Muslim Chief Ministers had run their campaigns on 

the promise of addressing the zamindari question but nothing had happened. One of the 

repercussions of no land reforms was that political and communal questions remained 

intertwined. This unsolved problem of poor Muslim peasants and rich Hindu zamindars, 

contributed to the Hindu Muslim tension in 1946-47.138 Ironically, Suhrawardy’s politics 

not only contributed towards the communal situation that broke out in Calcutta, it was 

also legitimized by members of the Hindu and the Muslim communities. If at one level 

there is disgust with what happened, on the other some kind of justification is expressed 

for retaliation against the “other” community. In the writings of Hashim, Mitra and 

Ispahani it is evident that their regret at what happened finds consolation in that both 

communities were prepared for the struggle. This was not the first time that the Bengali 
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middle class had stood out as unique in its acceptance of violence.139 In Calcutta in 

August there was also placid acceptance that the only way forward was via the riots.  

From Hashim’s  and Mitra’s accounts, it looks as if they saw the Calcutta riots as 

unpleasant history but also as a “historical necessity” that would lead to “real history.”140 

This history can only be written after the event that signifies real history -

independence/partition in this case  – has happened. It was this prevalent mindset that 

allowed for the successful implantation of Suhrawardy’s politics of exclusion. But these 

riots had hard political consequences and Suhrawardy had to figure out if his political 

strategy would continue to suffice to serve its practical purpose. His politics found its 

strongest and most violent articulation in August, after which its utility was questionable. 

Direct Action day had certainly pulled Suhrawardy out of the complacency he had 

built for himself. In April it did not matter that there was no parity with the Hindus in his 

ministry, but in September, it was indicative of a communal ministry.141 Writing a month 

after the incidents Burrows stated, “since ‘Direct Action Day’ it has been hard to find 

time for anything not immediately concerned with the Calcutta riots.”142 By the end of 

August, political circles in Calcutta felt that there should be a coalition ministry in Bengal 

to restore public confidence. Wavell also agreed that it was the only course, and Burrows 

did not differ.143 Congress and Muslim League were to secure nods from their high 
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commands to settle the matter on a provincial basis.144 In early September, Suhrawardy 

met Kiran Sankar Roy about a possible coalition but was naturally not in a position to 

make an offer on behalf of the Muslim League.145 Then Suhrawardy went to Bombay to 

discuss the matter with Jinnah. Jinnah prohibited such a coalition and Suhrawardy 

returned to Bengal.146 When the Council and the Assembly in Bengal reconvened, sure 

enough, the “long awaited” no-confidence motions against the ministry were tabled.147 

First, the Council debated the riots. A motion was passed criticizing the Bengal 

Government for its failure to prevent the “Great Killing” as the riots came to be known 

as. Fortunately, the adjournment move was defeated by 29 to 17 votes.148 Allegations 

were made against Suhrawardy that he had told the police not to intervene. Suhrawardy 

refuted the suggestions naturally. Two days later, two no-confidence motions were 

passed in the Assembly, one general, sponsored by D N Dutt and one specifically against 

Suhrawardy, sponsored by B C Ghose.149 The motions indicated that Suhrawardy’s 

position, almost overnight on 17 August had become untenable. This was a significant 

moment for Suhrawardy to think through his next political move. He got the opportunity, 

once again, to transition towards politics of inclusion, but Jinnah would not have it. 

Suhrawardy, as Chief Minister, had to bear the brunt of this decision taken by Jinnah. It 
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could well cost him his position, given that the pressure for a coalition ministry was 

immense, but political ethics dictated that he toe the official party position. Had Bengal 

Congress not done the same, always? There was the option to challenge Jinnah’s 

dictatorship but Suhrawardy knew better than Huq. What Suhrawardy did instead was to 

strengthen his position in Muslim League politics. He did not abandon his politics of 

exclusion. He just let it lie low.  

Suhrawardy’s theatre in this next phase was the national political stage. The 

Muslim League’s call for direct action was aimed at being an anti-British demonstration, 

a show of power. However, after the Calcutta riots, it was difficult to say if it had the 

intended result, because what followed was the interesting case of perceived bad 

positions. Both Jinnah and the British thought, the other party was better off. Only the 

Congress could gain from this episode by keeping the Muslim League out of the interim 

government, but Suhrawardy’s intervention would soon foil their hopes. On 27 Aug 

Wavell met Gandhi and Nehru and though he realized “the difficulty of reopening 

negotiations with Muslim League,” it was important nevertheless because the “country 

expected it as a result of what happened in Calcutta.”150 Gandhi got into long legalistic 

arguments and Nehru lost his temper because of “bullying” by Muslim League. Knowing 

that delay in settling issues with the Muslim League might trigger more communal riots, 

Gandhi “shocked” Wavell by saying that if a blood bath was necessary, it would come 

about in spite of non-violence. No progress was made and Congress did not lose much 

from it. Wavell wanted to get the Muslim League on board but did not know how to 

progress. He also believed that Jinnah would “put up his price,” when approached and 
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that would make negotiations difficult.151 Jinnah would have liked to believe that the 

Muslim League had power enough to bully the British and the Congress into submission, 

but he saw his own position as precarious. On 25 August the Interim Government was 

sworn in. It also ought to have hurt Jinnah that the Government had, not one, but three 

Muslim ministers.152 The day of protest and peaceful reflection had backfired, as the only 

strong provincial government that the Muslim League had, Bengal, had become shaky. 

Jinnah and his Muslim League were left high and dry. Though Wavell may have admitted 

to the disruptive power of communal riots that the Muslim League decisions could 

unleash, Jinnah certainly could not rely on more communal riots to fulfill his demand. If 

riots were indeed going to be a pressure tactic it would imply that all of India would have 

to respond like Calcutta. Jinnah had nothing new too say or add. If he made the first 

move, it would be a loss of face. It was a deadlock. On 28 August Chaudhury Khaliq-uz-

Zaman, leader of Muslim League Party in the Central Legislative Assembly sent a 

message to Francis Wylie, Governor of United Provinces, asking Wylie to convey to 

Wavell Jinnah’s willingness to join Interim Government if Wavell took a firm stand on 

grouping, which in any case Wavell was planning to do.153 If this was orchestrated by 

Jinnah, lack of response from Wavell would have been frustrating and perhaps insulting. 

Nothing followed this message. It can only be conjectured that Wavell wanted a stronger 

and more influential messenger from Muslim League, perhaps a more reliable sign that 

Jinnah would indeed come on board if Wavell made the gesture.  
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In Bengal, Suhrawardy tried to extricate himself from the quagmire he found 

himself in, and distance himself from the debates on riots. He went to Bombay to speak 

to Jinnah about having a coalition in Bengal. The Secretary of State after Amery, Pethick 

Lawrence immediately sent a telegram to Wavell alerting him to this news.154 This 

correspondence speaks volumes about how closely the British were watching 

Suhrawardy. When Jinnah negated the idea of a coalition in Bengal, Suhrawardy may 

have disagreed, but he could not be as foolish as Huq and defy Jinnah. In September after 

his meeting with Jinnah, in an interview with the press, he said that Jinnah and the 

Muslim League would, in the interest of peace in India, be prepared to join the new 

central government on a parity basis, provided no non-League Muslim was present and 

all communal issues would be decided by a majority vote of both parties.155 After 

meeting Jinnah, Suhrawardy went to Delhi to meet Wavell.156 Wavell wrote about the 

meeting: “The Nationalist Muslim issue was raised of course, and I said I could not 

support Jinnah on that point.”157 The meeting may not have been long. Wavell disliked 

and distrusted Suhrawardy. But the meeting served its purpose. Soon after this meeting 

Wavell told Nehru of his plans to approach Jinnah. In the meantime Suhrawardy made a 

couple of statements on the national stalemate, assuring, for a time, his involvement in 

national politics. He urged Nehru to “take a bold leap forward” and cooperate with the 

Muslim League before the gap widened.158 On 10
 
September Wavell writes that he would 

send for Jinnah because “I gather from Suhrawardy that he would accept an 
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invitation.”159 Wavell had learned the same from his secretary Wylie earlier but had not 

acted. Soon after, Wavell sent out an invitation to Jinnah for talks, which Jinnah promptly 

accepted. On 16 September the Jinnah-Wavell talks began. On 28 September Wavell felt 

that Jinnah might “in the end concede the Nationalist Muslim point rather than bring 

about a breakdown.”160 It is interesting to note that after reaching Calcutta, Suhrawardy, 

speaking on the Jinnah-Wavell talks, an event largely made possible by his intervention, 

opined that on the nationalist Muslim question it was up to Jinnah to decide if he would 

concede for the “sake of peace.”161 That is precisely what Jinnah did. Suhrawardy’s 

image got a boost, and his efforts paid off, as Wavell announced on 15 October that the 

Muslim League would be joining the Interim Government.162  

Suhrawardy therefore rendered the greatest service to the Muslim League by 

helping to arrange for its entry into the Interim Government. Significantly, he did so 

without recounting or upholding any ideology. This was plain politics. From the very 

beginning of Suhrawardy’s involvement, each of his efforts was very carefully etched 

out. Jinnah would have been belittled if he had to announce Muslim League’s intention to 

join the ministry for the sake of peace. On the other hand, Suhrawardy’s position was 

elevated as he became a spokesperson for Muslim League and mouthpiece for Jinnah. It 

was a win-win situation. While all this time had passed and no attempts were made to 

bring Jinnah into the Constituent Assembly or the Interim Government, Suhrawardy’s 

visit to Wavell seems to have brokered it. Suhrawardy’s press statement raised his 
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credibility in Wavell’s estimate. Suhrawardy was also helping himself as much as he was 

helping the Muslim League. If having the coalition ministry was one way to placate the 

Hindus in Bengal and gain back public trust, rising from the stature of a provincial Chief 

Minister to a Muslim League spokesperson was also one way to distract critics from his 

culpability in the Calcutta riots. The riots had discredited Suhrawardy and he needed a 

show of power. The elections had made Suhrawardy a well known figure among Muslims 

in India. His attendance in the April Convention after a gap of several years and his 

passing of the Resolution had earned for Suhrawardy a national platform of sorts. 

Tending to the business of Bengal, he had not been able to do much to further his position 

within Muslim League ranks. September brought him a timely opportunity. This grand 

initiative of Suhrawardy’s should, however, not be mistaken for an act of submission to 

Jinnah, the Muslim League and the exclusive politics of religious nationalism they stood 

for. Contrarily, this was the beginning of Suhrawardy’s preparation to pursue a more 

inclusive and liberal politics in Bengal. Jinnah’s refusal to allow a coalition government 

in Bengal proved to Suhrawardy that his provincial politics could not be held hostage to 

Jinnah’s will or benevolence. Suhrawardy would have to chalk out his own path. 

 

POLITICS OF INCLUSION: THE UNITED BENGAL PLAN 

The party system in colonial India was set up in such a way that provincial 

chapters of central organizations acted and performed as shadows of their parent 

organizations, or as tools to further the interests of the organization as a whole. This set 

up often demanded sacrifice of ambitions from provincial politicians. After the riots in 

Calcutta, Suhrawardy found himself in a position where it became increasingly difficult 
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for him, given the provincial particularities of Bengal, to accept the Muslim League’s 

diktat, which was more often than not, actually just Jinnah’s. Suhrawardy’s position was 

similar to Huq’s but Suhrawardy would rather not be Huq. For one, Suhrawardy had built 

the Muslim League in Bengal from the grassroots and his relationship with the 

organization was not one of mere opportunism, as Huq’s had been, though Huq had also 

played a critical role in taking Muslim League to the masses. Also, Suhrawardy was able 

to devise a way to define his transformed politics within the larger Muslim League 

language of justice and equality for the Muslims. A show down with Jinnah was neither 

necessary nor desirable. Several factors brought about this change in Suhrawardy’s 

politics, which became increasingly tilted towards inclusiveness. Soon after the riots 

broke out Suhrawardy shifted his headquarters to the Lalbazar Control Room, which was 

the police headquarters.163 Involvement with relief and preventive measures took up all of 

Suhrawardy’s time. This decision made Suhrawardy realize the enormity of the situation 

in which Bengal had become engulfed. Hashim writes, “Mr Suhrawardy was helpless and 

the city remained unprotected for five days.”164 From Suhrawardy’s press statements it 

became clear that he had intuitively realized how the breach of peace had been his 

biggest failure till date.165 Suhrawardy had irresponsibly delivered communal speeches but 

as Chief Minister he did not know how to contain the violence that resulted from those 

speeches. When the riots gained momentum “conventional leaders usually withdrew and 

sided with the authorities in restoring order.”166 Suhrawardy, in this case, was the authority 
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and he had brought about this situation leading to what looked like his imminent demise. 

Suhrawardy now wanted a way out. 

Another factor behind Suhrawardy’s change of stance was the British response to the 

riots and the solutions they proffered. Wavell met Suhrawardy on 25 August in Calcutta. 

Wavell noted that several of Suhrawardy’s responses were uncharacteristic. The riots had 

brought about a change in him. The notes reflect that Wavell almost did not expect the 

meeting to go so well. Wavell writes, “S was polite,” “not at all aggressive” and “took it all 

in a subdued way.” Viceroy’s words impressed upon Suhrawardy the need for him to 

understand what he had come to be associated with – carnage in Bengal. In the interview 

however the stress was not on blame and culpability but a solution, and Suhrawardy 

could not have asked for anything better.  Wavell reminded Suhrawardy that he was the 

premier of all in Bengal, not just Muslims. He also advised Suhrawardy to avoid further 

provocation by speech, word or action.167 

By September Suhrawardy had become converted to the idea of restoring peace. 

He had also realized the necessity of a coalition ministry, a conviction that alienated him 

from the Muslim League. While Suhrawardy accepted Jinnah’s rejection of coalition in 

early September, he could not understand the rationale behind the decision in November, 

given the role Suhrawardy had played in bringing the Muslim League into the interim 

government. There was pressure on Suhrawardy from all sides to strike a deal with the 

caste Hindus, and his inability to do so was an indication of his insignificance within 

Muslim League, something that was hard to stomach for Suhrawardy. In October, soon 

after the Muslim League decided to join the government, names of ministers had to be 
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submitted. The nomination process was rather autocratic and Suhrawardy had 

reservations about the candidate from Bengal, who was the Scheduled Caste minister in 

Suhrawardy’s ministry, J N Mondal.168 Suhrawardy was not consulted when the decision 

was made. This was not the first time Bengal’s politicians had been sidelined. In 

November, Huq, who had been insisting on re-entry to the Muslim League, was finally 

granted admission. Burrows worried that with this new development Muslim League 

would have a complete majority in the Assembly and there would be less of a need to 

form a coalition, which was essential for peace in Bengal. Suhrawardy was concerned 

about having a personality like Huq back in the Muslim League. It was again a decision 

on which he had no say. The decision would moreover negatively impact Suhrawardy’s 

initiative for a coalition. 

Suhrawardy’s uneasy relationship with Nazimuddin took a turn for the worse 

when Nazimuddin threatened more instances of direct action if talks with the Muslim 

League broke down at the center.169 True, the talks went well and the Muslim League 

joined the interim government, but Nazimuddin’s views clearly showed that almost no 

one in the Bengal League understood or cared for Suhrawardy’s predicament, torn as he 

was between being a Muslim Leaguer and a Chief Minister of the largest province in 

India. On 18 November Wavell regretted before Burrows Suhrawardy’s failure to form a 
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coalition ministry. Wavell thought that it was “greater pity that Suhrawardy leads the 

Muslim League in Bengal.”170 Suhrawardy was surely made to feel like a failure. A 

month after the riots Burrows had secretly nurtured the “small hope of a successful 

breakaway in the Muslim League party to tempt Suhrawardy to try his luck at a coalition 

in the teeth of Jinnah’s bans.”171 There was precedent for this kind of showdown, 

between Huq and Jinnah in 1941, and so Burrows was not being absurd. Suhrawardy 

chose to play differently. He took the suggestion of a coalition very seriously and was 

tempted to devise a way to practice more inclusive politics, with greater vigor, instead of 

breaking away from the League. Bengal made its own demands on Suhrawardy and he 

responded by defining the contours of his own individualized politics.172 

1947 would see Suhrawardy’s new politics take shape and impact provincial as 

well as national politics. But his politics also had to fit in within the politics of this crucial 

period. The year started the same way 1946 had ended. Though the interim government 

had been formed, tensions were high. Azad writes that even before the government came 

together the Congress and the Muslim League distrusted each other. Liaquat Ali Khan, 

who became the finance minister, presented a budget that was so hard on industrialists 

that many Congressmen vehemently opposed it. Since members of big business in India 

were mostly Hindus, the allegation was also made, and Azad agrees that it was not 

without basis, that Liaquat Ali Khan was being communal.173 In December 1946 when 
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the Constituent Assembly was formed and had its first sitting, the Muslim League stayed 

away, making cooperation at the center a challenge.174 The New Year started with 

political stalemate and outbursts of communal violence in different parts of the country, 

most intense in Punjab. But the good news was His Majesty’s Statement of 20 February 

which, for the first time, announced a date, June 1948, for the termination of the Raj.175 It 

was received joyfully in India as fulfillment of the British promise to grant India its 

independence. A more skeptical view posits British prescience regarding possible 

administrative breakdown in India, one that the British were not prepared to tackle.176 

 In any case June 1948 seemed soon enough, and so all in all it was good news. It 

put pressure on the Congress, but perhaps more on the Muslim League to solve the 

problems of transfer of power.177 The fact that India was the political, strategic and 

economic centre of Middle East and South East Asia, put considerable pressure on the 

British too, to find “national inheritors of British sovereignty” expediently and 

peacefully.178 The bargaining tactics, long discussions, veiled threats and deadline-free 

parleys all had to come to an end. To bring about this change in political culture, His 

Majesty’s Government sent to India a new, and last Viceroy, Lord Mountbatten. Just 

before Mountbatten arrived, Churchill in the House of Commons, during the India debate 

had suggested that India issue be handed over the United Nations for final decision.179 

The British felt at an impasse in their plans to hand over power, with the two major 
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parties not seeing eye to eye. Wavell certainly had not helped. Mountbatten, almost from 

the moment he set foot on Indian soil in March picked up the pace. By end of April, he 

had had talks with all major political leaders of India. The Interim Government was not 

going smoothly and disagreements and fights between Congress and Muslim League 

representatives were out in the open.180 Though not formally, by end of April the partition 

of India was a “settled fact.” What remained to be seen was if Bengal also, like Punjab 

would be partitioned.181 

Punjab’s partition was accepted as a ready and workable precedent by a majority 

of Hindus in Bengal.182 Bengal, as opposed to India, had no reason to rejoice in the 

Statement of 20 February. Communal trouble had become the order of the day. In March 

there was yet another episode of violence in Calcutta and its suburbs. On 27 March a 

fourteen-hour curfew was declared. Suhrawardy tried to placate the population but failed. 

The Statesman and Amrita Bazar Patrika carried stories on Suhrawardy’s ineffective 
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words on communal amity.183 His government failed to bring relief. Troops had to be 

called out to maintain order in Calcutta. Even until the first week of April the police had 

to stay alert. On 9 April in Jorasanko and Burrabazar areas, a twenty four- hour curfew 

had to be declared. Suhrawardy again sent out a stern message warning drastic action 

against perpetrators.184 The effect of this violence on the Hindus of Bengal motivated the 

first political demands for partition of the province, just like it had in Punjab. Mookerjee 

started an aggressive campaign to partition Bengal.185 The Congress also followed suit 

but was more muted, initially. On behalf of Hindu members of the Central legislature 

from Bengal, Pandit Lakshmi Kant Maitra moved the resolution for the formation of a 

separate autonomous province in Bengal within the Indian union. The Bengal Congress, 

without losing time also supported this, and in fact favored the setting up immediately of 

regional ministries functioning in two different regions of Bengal in the interim period, 

pending final transfer of power.186 The Bengal Congress Assembly party submitted a 

memorandum to Nehru as head of interim government requesting that all aid to the 

Bengal government be stopped until they were satisfied that the Bengal government was 

making serious efforts to stamp out corruption and give up discriminatory and communal 

policies.187 The outbreak of violence yet again, two days later, made the Congressmen 

even more resolute that partition was the only way forward.188 By April therefore, the 
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demand for the partition of Bengal among Hindu leaders was strong and almost 

unequivocal. 

It is within this setting of impending decolonization and Bengali Hindu demand 

for partition that Suhrawardy was practicing his politics of inclusion. His politics of 

inclusion, just like his politics of exclusion, were a strategy to respond to challenges to 

his office. After the riots in March, nothing was the same in Bengal, nor was there any 

return to normalcy. More riots followed and nothing that Suhrawardy did helped to 

prevent them, or contain them once they had started. The communal division in Bengal, 

to which Suhrawardy had contributed himself, could not be reversed. A coalition would 

have helped. Suhrawardy kept trying for a coalition only to realize that the swing of 

national politics would soon render his moves towards a coalition ministry meaningless. 

By mid-March, the chance of Bengal being partitioned, just like Punjab, was high. As 

Chief Minister, Suhrawardy regretted the turn of events and then persevered to avert 

partition of Bengal. The reason for this is perhaps to be located in the fact that “Pakistan” 

as it came to mean in 1946-1947 as one state for Muslims ran contradictory to the notion 

of Purba Pakistan (one of the states of Pakistan) that Bengali Muslims had enunciated 

not just politically but through literature.189 The Pakistan that the Bengalis had imagined 

was a haven for Bengali Muslims alone. Considering that the Pakistan of the 1947 

discussions was different, Suhrawardy felt no qualm in stepping back from that demand 

and rooting for united Bengal. He also had concerns about the fate of Bengali Muslims in 

a Pakistan dominated by non-Bengalis. Disillusioned by how Jinnah and the Muslim 

League had treated him since October 1946, Suhrawardy may have also worried about his 
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place in Muslim politics in East Bengal, or in the larger Pakistani politics of the future.190 

In 1947 Suhrawardy could no longer just think about his immediate position as Chief 

Minister. He had to think about his political career and where it would be headed once 

the British were gone. 

On the surface however, none of his fears could show. He would have to 

persevere to keep Bengal united, but as a Muslim Leaguer or else he would not be able to 

find any support at all. This was the only pragmatic way forward. Also, much of his 

strength came from a stable majority that he enjoyed in the Assembly and the Council. 

This was Suhrawardy’s understanding. This being his new vocation, the provincial 

Congress’ and Hindu Mahasabha’s demand for partition seemed nothing short of a death 

knell. In essence what these demands for partition and an interim regional ministry for 

Bengal meant was the immediate dissolution of Suhrawardy’s ministry. Suhrawardy had 

to work fast and buy time. During March and April, when these demands for partition 

were being voiced, independence for India was a year away and a lot could happen in a 

year. Therefore between March and June, when partition date was altered, Suhrawardy 

made an attempt to retain his slice of power in Bengal. The situation was volatile. The 

Hindus complained that the Government dominated by “communally composed party” 

had failed in discharging its obligations towards citizens- minorities especially.191 Despite 

such regular criticisms Suhrawardy was able to hold his majority in the Assembly and the 

Council. Suhrawardy drew his strength from this to make advances towards the United 

Bengal Plan. It was his dependence on the Muslim League brand name that constrained 
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him in formulating his plan. It was ill conceived, short lived and never really gathered 

popular support but it gave a glimmer of hope, unfortunately only to Suhrawardy, to save 

his political career and the fate of millions of Bengali Muslims.  

The Plan was officially announced towards end of April but in March Burrows 

had caught Suhrawardy speaking along those lines publicly. Suhrawardy wanted a safe 

place for Hindus and Muslims, unlike the present state of Bengal where communal 

savagery had reached unprecedented heights. Suhrawardy had said in speeches that he 

wanted Bengal to be independent of the Centre. He wanted the Hindu and Muslim 

Bengalis to work in harmony for the common prosperity of the province, thus bringing 

end to the one party rule. Suhrawardy had realized after the Direct Action Day violence 

that for Muslim League to run the government without caste Hindu support would be 

impossible. Suhrawardy, however foolishly added that when he spoke of League-

Congress coalition in Bengal, he meant for the principle to be applied in other provinces 

as well. Suhrawardy’s advance towards the united Bengal idea was covert and therefore 

he could not afford his actions or words to remotely hint towards rebellion. 

Consequently, his plan came across as baseless and impractical. It was neither. If 

anything, the plan was hasty and not detailed enough for a plan of this magnitude. 

Burrows facetiously observed in his report the contradiction between talking about 

independent Bengal and yet being concerned with the party’s opinions.192 The idea did 

not attract a lot of attention, but just enough to keep it alive to become a Plan, and the 

Plan attracted Mountbatten’s attention long enough for it to be considered a serious 

plausibility, one that would impact provincial and national politics very significantly. 

Sarat Bose liked the idea of a united Bengal. He had deplored Congress’ acceptance of 
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the partition of Punjab and would not accept the same fate for Bengal. Bose had resigned 

from Congress in January 1947 and had formed his own Azad Hind party.193 It did not 

have a significant political base but Sarat Bose was a revered figure in Bengal and his 

support for a political cause could not be dismissed as nonsense. The other Hindu 

supporter of united Bengal was Congressman K S Roy. He was never critically important 

but it mattered having a Congressman on board. In his letters and memoirs he shows his 

support for the cause but not if it was his idea. The only other prominent Muslim Leaguer 

who reportedly sided with Suhrawardy, Abul Hashim, mentions this episode in his 

memoirs as an effort initiated by Sarat Bose, one in which Hashim showed interest. There 

is no mention of Suhrawardy.194 While it is unclear from some records who first thought 

of the Plan, Mountbatten’s correspondence with Suhrawardy shows that the burden of 

recruiting supporters for the cause fell on Suhrawardy’s shoulders.195 

While the plan for a united Bengal, detached from the centre was in Suhrawardy’s 

mind, he did not know how to progress with it and how to publicly come out with the 

plan. He must have calculated that he had to do something soon because June 1948 was 

not too far off. Suhrawardy got the idea when Mountbatten met the governors. On 15 and 

16 April Mountbatten met Governors to discuss if Congress and Muslim League should 

alone decide which provinces would be grouped or should provinces be given that chance 

as well? This is what led Suhrawardy on. 196 The United Plan became public when at a 
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press conference in New Delhi, Suhrawardy made an earnest appeal for “united, 

undivided, sovereign Bengal.” On his return to Bengal, Suhrawardy began to work on 

making his case. On 26 April Suhrawardy met Mountbatten again. Suhrawardy promised 

that “…given enough time he was confident that he could gather support for Bengal to 

remain a complete entity.” Suhrawardy assured Mountbatten that Jinnah would also 

agree. Suhrawardy said he would need at least two months to convert Bengal to his idea. 

Mountbatten said he could have one. 197 Jinnah on the same day confirmed to 

Mountbatten that he whould be delighted if Bengal remained united. What was the use of 

Bengal without Calcutta in any case! 198 The Muslim Chamber of Commerce was 

opposed to partition and hence in favor of Suhrawardy’s plan. Their representative to 

Jinnah was Ispahani, already a close friend, who made Jinnah support the move. Jinnah 

perhaps saw in the move the possibility of a greater Pakistan, sometime in the future.199 

On 8 May Jinnah appealed to Mountbatten to not destroy the “unity of Bengal and 

Punjab.”200 Without Calcutta, East Bengal would not be a viable unit. Suhrawardy had 

argued to Liaquat Ali that East Bengal did not produce enough to feed its population.201 

Jinnah’s support transformed the regional campaign into a national one.202 At this point 

Suhrawardy must have felt glad that it had never been part of his plan to challenge 

Jinnah. Mountbatten, already keen on avoiding partition however he could, got even 
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more invested in the idea. He asked Burrows if Suhrawardy could pull this off.203 This 

idea of united Bengal was bigger than Suhrawardy’s stature. Sure, he had just aided 

Muslim League’s entry into the interim government but Suhrawardy overestimated his 

position nationally. On 2 May, Mountbatten suggested to Burrows that jute factories 

could be moved to East Bengal and if that news could be “leaked” to Hindus then it 

would frighten off those who wanted partition and make them consider a United Bengal 

plan.204 Burrows immediately wrote back to Mountbatten discouraging him in his 

endeavor.  

Suhrawardy could not have hoped for a better reception of his suggestion from 

Jinnah and Mountbatten. The ball was now in his court, and Suhrawardy had to 

concretize the United Bengal Plan. In his statement on 27 April, Suhrawardy was still 

speaking in thin air as he proposed that “surely” some method of government could be 

evolved under the United Bengal Plan by “all of us sitting together which will satisfy all 

sections of the people…”205 Suhrawardy had clearly not resolved the fundamental 

problem Burrows had identified in his speeches in March. Suhrawardy was not able to 

frame the United Bengal Plan as an independent initiative without proposing it from 

within the folds of the Muslim League party. After all, if indeed Bengal was to stay 

united and all Bengal wanted that and Mountbatten agreed to it, what role did Jinnah have 

to play at all? Suhrawardy was never able to explain this conflict publicly. Suhrawardy’s 

decision to fight for this cause as a Muslim Leaguer also had other consequences, one of 

them being an uneasy relationship with Sarat Bose, the only Hindu supporter of the 
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cause. Dissension developed between Suhrawardy and Sarat Bose over the question of 

separate electorates which Suhrawardy as a Muslim Leaguer was attached to, and a social 

republic which Sarat Bose ardently believed in.206 By mid-May Suhrawardy’s Plan was 

losing steam. On 15 May he confessed to E Mieville, Secretary to Mountbatten, that 

Hindus wanted to browbeat him into accepting a socialist republic and this made the 

possibility of success of the Plan remote. 207 Much more than Suhrawardy, Mountbatten 

was opposed to the idea of a socialist republic. He asked Suhrawardy to call United 

Bengal, “Free Bengal.”208 Both Mountbatten and Sarat Bose were crucial to the success 

of the United Bengal Plan and so Suhrawardy was faced with a very difficult situation. 

Later Burrows reported that the agreement between Sarat Bose and Suhrawardy was 

tentative but certainly not shelved. Burrows hoped for the success of the Plan too, like 

Mountbatten. If the Cabinet Mission plan indeed did not get accepted then the best way to 

transfer power to Bengal would be either to have a coalition ministry or the kind of 

United Bengal plan Suhrawardy had envisioned.209  

These weeks were tense. If Suhrawardy were able to show support for the Plan, 

Mountbatten would make no reference to the partition of Bengal in his statement on 2 

June. On 20
th

 May the United Bengal Agreement was prepared and signed at Sarat Bose’s 

house on 1 Woodburn Street. Sarat Bose sent a copy to Gandhi, the only leader of 

national importance who had supported the Plan. Miraculously the words “socialist, 

republic” were dropped. This was Suhrawardy’s doing. The agreement was however not 
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signed by Suhrawardy but Hashim, on behalf of the Muslims.210 The next step was to put 

the idea before the respective High Commands.211 Within a week Mountbatten got the 

nod from His Majesty’s Government to take a decision on Bengal as he thought fit on 2 

June. Not just Burrows and Mountbatten, even in London there was great excitement for 

the Plan that Suhrawardy had come up with. As soon as Mountbatten came back from 

London on 30 May, which was a Friday, he met Suhrawardy. He planned this meeting 

before any of his other meetings with Indian leaders. Suhrawardy was personally brought 

over to see Mountbatten, so that the interview “would not appear in the Court Circular.” 

Suhrawardy broke the news that K S Roy had failed to get permission from Congress 

High Command for the United Bengal Plan and just like that, the Plan, which could have 

been historic, failed. Mountbatten was naturally “distressed.” Still married to his idea of 

inclusive politics, for the sake of maintaining his position and peace, Suhrawardy pleaded 

for Calcutta to be a free city. Suhrawardy had a support base in Calcutta but it had more 

Hindus. It is unclear how Suhrawardy’s political prospects would be secure in the free 

city of Calcutta and also how communal peace could be ensured but Suhrawardy’s 

demand makes it clear that this was still preferable to him than accepting partition of 

Bengal. In any case, it was not for Mountbatten to decide any more. He sought Patel’s 

opinion on the possibility of Calcutta having joint control for six months. Patel’s reply 
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was “not even six hours.”212 The United Bengal Plan failed in the face of Congress High 

Command’s unbending hostility.213 

The movement for the partition of Bengal had inspired Suhrawardy to come up 

with the United Bengal Plan. Suhrawardy’s Plan threatened the movement for partition 

but could not defeat it. In the month of May especially the campaign for partition of 

Bengal had become an anti-United Bengal campaign. It was considered to be an Anglo-

Muslim plan that would torpedo the Bengal partition plan.214 Mookerjee, the most 

vehement of all critics thought that a sovereign Bengal would become an eventual 

“surrender to Pakistan.”215 A more pragmatic and less communally charged opinion by N 

R Sarkar argued that Bengal could not “plough a lonely furrow” and separation from the  

rest of India would be fraught with disadvantages.216 On 23 May a huge public meeting 

took place in Baghbazar, North Calcutta, where United Bengal Plan was condemned. The 

intensity of these campaigns is the greatest proof of how deep the impact of the United 

Bengal Plan was. Unfortunately for Suhrawardy, his most ardent effort at inclusive 

politics was never quite seen as such. Suhrawardy’s image had been tarnished in Hindu 

popular imagination after the riots and nothing he did was able to change that. His 

speeches for United Bengal planted a fear in Nehru’s heart that Muslims would do their 

best to ransack Calcutta rather than hand it over to the Hindus after partition of Bengal. 

Mountbatten allayed Nehru’s fears assuring him that Suhrawardy would instead redouble 
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his efforts to secure Hindu cooperation. 217 Mountbatten was right. But Suhrawardy’s 

communal image preceded him even in 1947 and though Suhrawardy succeeded 

somewhat in taming communal violence, this change in his politics went unnoticed by 

most contemporaries and later scholars.  

The months of June and July did not hold much significance for Suhrawardy 

because he gradually got pushed to the margins. After Mountbatten announced the 3 June 

Plan, along with a revised date for British withdrawal, and expressed regret at having 

failed to preserve the unity of India, events moved very quickly. The Muslim League in 

general was in favor of Pakistan. But when the issue of the partition of Bengal was put to 

vote separately among district legislators of East and West Bengal, they all voted against 

it. In the vote conducted in West Bengal however, the Hindu legislators who 

outnumbered the Muslim legislators voted in favor of partition and the fate of Bengal was 

quickly decided.218 With the partition decision made, the fate of Suhrawardy’s ministry 

had to be decided. On 21 June Burrows told Suhrawardy that it was no longer possible in 

light of recent developments to allow the ministry to continue, drawn as it was, “from one 

side only.” If Suhrawardy continued to stay it would induce Hindus in West Bengal to 

start a parallel government which as sole official ministry Suhrawardy would feel 

compelled to repress. Burrows’ advice was that Suhrawardy ought to avoid such a 

situation. Suhrawardy’s reply to Burrows’ concern was: “Why put the onus on me? Why 
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should I commit political suicide?”219 Burrows was naturally taken aback by the 

response. It is difficult to fathom what Suhrawardy hoped to gain by staying in office for 

two more months, in an almost ceremonial position. The idea behind the United Bengal 

Plan was promoted by the emotional idea of united and sovereign Bengal but also by self 

preservation. By June however, when decisions were being taken as to what should be 

done about the Muslim ministry in Bengal, there was no career to be sought for 

Suhrawardy. With Mountbatten’s intervention it was decided that Suhrawardy’s ministry 

would continue to function and be in actual administrative charge but the policies they 

formulated would be implemented only in East Bengal. A parallel ministry for West 

Bengal would also be set up. The leader would be invited and asked to form a cabinet, 

not more in strength than Suhrawardy’s cabinet. These cabinet ministers would be sworn 

in and allowed to participate in all cabinet meetings.220  In July, Suhrawardy as premier 

of Bengal agreed to the prorogation of the Legislature as opposed to adjournment. 

Burrows writes, “It might have been awkward if, after the decision to partition the 

province, the members of the legislature had reassembled.”221 After the prorogation of the 

Assembly, Prafulla Chandra Ghosh was elected first Chief Minister of West Bengal. Thus 

ended the tenure of colonial Bengal’s last Chief Minister. Suhrawardy’s swearing in was 

not as historic as Huq’s had been; the prorogation of his ministry not as controversial as 

Nazimuddin’s, but his United Bengal Plan, at least for a while, carried enough potential 

to influence an alternate ending to British colonial rule in India. 
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Suhrawardy left a rather complicated legacy, especially for his years in the Chief 

Minister’s office. For one, no major reform had been passed. The abolition of Permanent 

Settlement, an issue that Huq had promised a decade before, still remained unaddressed. 

Suhrawardy’s campaign was run on the promise of reorganization of the Secondary 

Education bill which also became “dead as mutton” as Burrows recalled. As for his 

United Bengal Plan, the logic of history made it increasingly impracticable.222 Neither the 

Muslims nor the Hindus, on either side of the border wished to revisit the possibilities the 

United Bengal Plan offered. Suhrawardy’s main strength had always been Calcutta and 

his flirtations with Sarat Bose were not taken too kindly by the Hindus who wanted 

partition of Bengal.223 He became a non-entity in Calcutta politics. Though Suhrawardy 

stayed back in Calcutta, his future looked bleak. As for the Muslim League, Suhrawardy 

had made himself unpopular, much the same way Huq had done, by his proposal of 

friendship with Hindus under the United Bengal Plan.224 His concern for the welfare of 

Bengali Muslims was however not without reason. Compelled by his loyalty to the 

Muslim League, Suhrawardy had let many issues go unprotested. His United Bengal Plan 

was a device to escape what he feared would be second class treatment at the hands of 

non-Bengali Muslims. Suhrawardy never came out and said so openly. But the logic of 

his actions after the riots hinted towards his concern. When the partition of Bengal 
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became a certainty Suhrawardy’s fears were proved right, by Mountbatten. He admitted 

that East Bengal was fated to have second hand preference in a Pakistan dominated by 

the west. Writing about partition work in Bengal in July, Mountbatten notes: “The 

resources of Dacca are small and the time available is very short. The Muslim League 

High Command themselves take a good deal less interest in East Bengal than in West 

Pakistan, and I am afraid East Bengal is at the bottom of the priority list.”225 

As for Suhrawardy, in continuation of his effort to maintain communal peace, he 

rendered his last service during partition, with none other than Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi 

was stopped from going to Noakhali by Suhrawardy two days before partition. Gandhi 

agreed to stay in Calcutta if Suhrawardy would stay with him. Unhesitatingly, 

Suhrawardy agreed. The two moved into an abandoned mansion, Hydari Manzil, in 

Beliaghata, Calcutta. Peace was maintained. The day after independence Suhrawardy drove 

Gandhi around to see how people were celebrating. Mountbatten observed that in Punjab the 

British had had to deploy 55 000 soldiers to maintain peace. In Bengal, the British forces 

consisted of one man. There was no rioting and the credit for that went to “…a One Man 

Boundary Force, not forgetting his Second in Command, Mr Suhrawardy.”226 In the light of 

this incident it is possible to argue for the genuineness behind Suhrawardy’s politics of 

inclusion. He was not just paying lip service to the cause of Hindu-Muslim unity, for if he 

had, he would not have risked his life to see Calcutta through partition at a time when he had 

absolutely nothing to gain. Also, for all the criticisms of Suhrawardy’s execution of the 

United Bengal Plan, Mountbatten’s assessment of Suhrawardy’s “statesman-like” conduct 

deserves mention. In his report on 5 June, Mountbatten writes: “For a Muslim leader living 
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in West Bengal, he showed surprising courage and determination to build a worthwhile 

Eastern Pakistan. He was already full of plans, the principle one being to mortgage the 

whole of the jute crops of Bengal to acquire the necessary machinery, power plants, 

etc..to put Eastern Bengal on its feet. He said he had already had a number of interesting 

offers from American businessmen…227 Mountbatten brings to light how Suhrawardy 

had indeed constrained the chances of his Plan’s success be keeping himself attached to 

the Muslim League while making this grand gesture of Hindu-Muslim unity. If one 

overlooks that, it is evident that Suhrawardy was keen and also prepared to give United 

Bengal a good head start. Suhrawardy’s politics may not have yielded the results he had 

hoped for, but by pursuing them with audacity he proved that the world of provincial 

politics was a hard one to tame.  

This chapter started with identifying two of Suhrawardy’s speeches at the 

beginning and end of his career as colonial Bengal’s last chief minister. In the first 

speech, in April 1946 Suhrawardy accepted a definition of Pakistan that was different 

from how the Lahore Resolution had defined it.228 He accepted the possibility that 

Pakistan would be one state, but implications of this did not bode well for Suhrawardy in 

1947. The communal situation in Bengal had called into question Suhrawardy’s 

credibility as chief minister. Suhrawardy had also begun to question if East Bengal as 

part of Pakistan would secure for him a safe political spot. Through his speech in April 

1947, and by embracing the new idea of united Bengal, Suhrawardy sought to respond to 
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the political challenges he faced. He had already started using the rhetoric of Hindu-

Muslim unity in November 1946. In April 1947, he formalized his politics by making a 

demand for sovereign Bengal, a state for both Hindus and Muslims. Just as his politics of 

exclusion were not at their core communally driven, his politics of inclusion were not 

secular. The United Bengal Plan was carefully worded to secure the benefits of Muslim 

majority in Bengal.229 Both Suhrawardy’s politics of exclusion and inclusion were 

pragmatic responses of a provincial leader, keen on preserving his political career and in 

governing well. 1947 was a time when hard choices with vast historical repercussions 

were made under stressful conditions. To forcibly see in Suhrawardy’s choices a 

manifestation of an ideology is a mistake that this work has sought to correct. 

Suhrawardy’s transition from politics of exclusion to politics of inclusion was impacted 

by many factors, mostly out of Suhrawardy’s grasp, making the transition tortuous, 

before it became sure footed.   
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Conclusion  

“In catching them out at their tricks and dwelling on their inconsistencies, 

historians are simply playing a game at which the administrators used to excel. But to 

demonstrate that Indian politicians were not always what they claimed to be is not to 

describe what they were. Moral judgment is easy; functional analysis is hard.”1 

This thesis has analyzed the politics of Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy during 

their tenures, as heads of provincial governments. In doing actual administrative work 

their notion of politics was tried and tested, and as has been demonstrated, their politics 

evolved as anything but driven by ideology. The four chapters have engaged with the 

specific moments, the reasoning, and the dilemmas that went into the ignoring of 

ideologies. It has specifically argued, citing evidence and providing context, that what 

has historically been seen as ideological stands were nothing more than practical moves. 

Huq’s reading out of the Lahore Resolution and Nazimuddin’s espousal of Pakistan in his 

speeches in 1943-1944 serve as instances. What the chapters have yielded separately, and 

needs to be addressed together, is how the definition of what was a provincial concern 

and what would be a practical move differed among the three ministers. It depended on 

their political aims. Huq considered joining the Defense Council in 1940-1941 to be a 

practical move to secure interests of Bengal. Jinnah of course did not see it like that, but 

neither did other provincial leaders in Bengal. Huq’s aim was to break away from the 

Bengal League and form another ministry with the Hindus. Similarly, Suhrawardy saw 

the move for the United Bengal Plan in 1947 as the only practical step given the 

communal situation in Bengal and his government’s precarious position. Other Muslim 

Leaguers did not share his concern. By March 1947, Hindus did not see the communal 

problem as a provincial concern. To them the provincial concern was belonging to a 

Muslim state, which Pakistan would be, or a United Bengal, which also implied Muslim 
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domination. Through this move Suhrawardy was hoping to maintain his seat as Bengal’s 

chief minister. In negotiating objectivity and subjectivity, which is a burden in any 

historical work, words of wisdom from Seal have helped. Many of Seal’s arguments have 

been challenged over the years but some of his caveats, as the one that serves as the 

epigraph to this Conclusion still hold true. This thesis has attempted, deliberately, to 

sidestep the question of morals, and has focused more on analysis.   

The analysis has revealed answers to some of the questions that this thesis set out 

to answer. The decade before independence was the decade of provincial autonomy but 

the partnering of power between British governors and the chief ministers was unequal. 

The manner in which Herbert secured Huq’s resignation and Casey stayed aloof to watch 

Nazimuddin’s fall were both exercises in power. This power equation played a big role in 

how much scope ideologies were allowed in everyday provincial politics. It ought not to 

be forgotten that the most controversial of Huq’s contingent decisions was his back door 

meetings with Hindu leaders. Both Herbert and Linlithgow had pushed Huq in that 

direction and throughout 1940 and 1941 were alive to the fact that Huq was up to 

“something.” The powers that were left to the chief ministers was restricted but Huq, 

Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy used them to their maximum capacity to shape provincial 

politics so that the last colonial decade in Bengal became a period of various possibilities. 

By their actions provincial politics, even within the scope of the carefully worked out 

Government of India Act, of 1935 became unpredictable in Bengal, especially for the 

British. These three politicians developed their own individualized politics which often 

ran counter to the politics of the parties they represented in the Assembly, the KPP and 

the Muslim League. The fate of KPP had been sealed long before Huq’s second ministry 

fell and the Bengal League grew stronger and more powerful and out of the grasp of both 

Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy. Quite aside from what these powers gained for the 

politicians or their parties, is the question of what Bengal gained from the grant of these 
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powers to Indians. Unfortunately, these powers were not used competently to bring better 

administration to Bengal and for that, the three remain culpable. 

Political choices made by Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy were essentially 

made on a contingent basis; strategies were adopted for “shorter durations.” A telling 

instance would be that Huq defected from Muslim League, started his own party, but 

within a month of becoming the chief minister, he tried to go back to the same Muslim 

League. Chapters 1 and 2 have shown what was at stake for Huq, but it is important to 

picture how many such decisions taken throughout a decade, by three different 

politicians, framed the question of Muslim nationalism, and determined the relationship 

between provincial and national history. For the question on Muslim nationalism, three 

observations need to be made. First, in response to Devji’s question, this thesis has shown 

how Muslim nationalism and the idea of Pakistan (not necessarily as a separate state) 

acquired a life of its own in Bengal. During Huq’s first tenure Muslim nationalism meant 

Muslim solidarity. In 1946, Suhrawardy, aimed at Muslim solidarity but both he and 

Hashim stressed social justice and economic equality. Chapter 3 has shown how Jinnah 

stepped back to watch Hashim popularize Muslim League on his own terms. Second, the 

Muslim nationalist agenda, as indicated by Muslim League sessions and other meetings, 

was determined by Bengal politics. Jinnah’s speeches in October 1937, March 1940, 

April 1943 and April 1946, were all reflections on the path forward for Muslims of India, 

but they were inspired by Huq’s entry into the Bengal League, or the installation of 

Nazimuddin’s ministry or Suhrawardy’s historic win in the 1946 elections. Third, 

Muslim nationalism in Bengal aimed for Purba Bangla in the 1940s. In 1947 for a brief 

period Muslim nationalism demanded United Bengal. Finally, a range of factors drove 

Muslim nationalism towards Pakistan. Muslim nationalism was interpreted in many 

ways. In fact, belonging to the Muslim League, as main protector of Muslim nationalist 

interests, was also contested. When Huq started a new Muslim League party for the more 

devout Muslims he proved that it was possible to redefine belonging to the party. 
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Together, all these observations bring out the tensions within Muslim nationalism and 

show how at the national level, it had to be constantly revised to encompass regional 

experiences of this very complex phenomenon.  

Political decisions taken at the level of provinces also had a critical impact on the 

relationship between provincial and national history. While this thesis admitted, at the 

very outset, how provincial histories are fated to fail in holding off the onslaught of the 

forces of national history, the chapters have demonstrated the minutiae of the process by 

which the provincial history of nationalism ceased to exist in August 1947.  It became 

irrelevant after 1947. But in 1937, the Act of 1935 had empowered the provinces such 

that they could shape the course of national history. When Huq agreed to join the Muslim 

League towards the latter half of 1937, the party was given a new lease of life at the 

national level, especially because the results of the 1936 elections had been disastrous. 

Even in 1946, Suhrawardy made a similar claim. But soon after his taking office, when 

the end of the empire became a certainty, this power relationship quickly changed and 

Suhrawardy’s politics became a series of responses to what was happening at the center. 

These “minor histories” may get lost in a national telling of history but some of them 

persist. In Bengal, the idea of Purba Bangla persisted and later led to the birth of 

Bangladesh. A significant but not central pursuit in the narration of these minor events 

has been to contribute to the over-analyzed question of the inevitability of partition. The 

question itself is problematic because of the vast chronological scope it opens up. Of 

course at some point the partition of India did become inevitable. While the scope of the 

chapters do not allow a view on India, this thesis underscores the period between 

February and May 1947 as having the potential to claim a different ending for Bengal, 

than the one it had. It therefore sees tremendous potential in Suhrawardy’s United Bengal 

Plan, and sees in Sarat Bose’s rejection of the planned partition of Bengal, a 

representative Hindu opinion that Chatterji discounts in her book. It also sees as critically 
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important, Mountbatten’s investment in this Plan. More than speculating on the “what if” 

question, this stand only has to do with giving each historical source its due.  

Within walking distance from Ahsan Manzil in Dacca, the residential palace of 

the Nawab of Dacca, stands Suhrawardy Udyan. It stands next to a mosque, which 

attracts believers throughout the day. The Udyan however is a playground for kids and 

shelter for the homeless. In an unflattering concrete structure within the Udyan lie the 

tombs of three great heroes of Bangladesh: Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy. Standing 

in front of these tombs in August 2011, having studied their politics and their inter-

personal relationships, I concluded that no greater disservice to their memory was 

possible than to place their tombs next to each other. But Bangladesh at least had a space 

dedicated for them. West Bengal in India has all but forgotten its first three chief 

ministers. Huq and Nazimuddin are unknown even to students of history, in West Bengal 

as in India. Occasional discussion of Direct Action Day still takes place, especially in 

households where grandparents are still alive and tell stories. The “villain” of that day, 

Suhrawardy, is a known name in some groups. This thesis has attempted to revive their 

histories, not for their sake alone, but for the sake of a nuanced telling of the period of 

partition. It has traced a more complex decolonization story that takes provincial politics 

into account, as also a political story that is driven by less exalted motives than ideology. 

Undertaking a work highlighting the careers and politics of Huq, Nazimuddin and 

Suhrawardy alone, does not disappoint a scholar. I hope my thesis has demonstrated that 

these politicians were nothing if not interesting. This thesis has in the end highlighted that 

Huq, Nazimuddin and Suhrawardy’s politics need to be seen as the art of what was 

possible, not as ideology. Talking of possibility, I must admit that some distance from the 

sources and some introspection have convinced me that my conclusion of how different 

these politicians were, was hasty. True, their politics, their strategies, their political world 

views were distinct. But all three of them, at several points in their tenures, experienced 

constraints that were similar. Of course they responded differently, under strain and their 
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politics had historical repercussions. This thesis has traced the tortuous paths by which 

this complicated and interesting history of Bengal came about.  
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