Women’s Role in Tebhaga Movement

Peter Custers

The Tebhaga movement erupted in 1946 in Bengal on the eve of the withdrawal aof the British. Although the
tide of Tebhaga receded as fast as it rose, the uprising stands out as one of the most important political events
in twentieth century Bengal. Among the unigue features of the movement is the large-scale participation af women
on par with men. The landless and poor peasant women formed fighting troops called nari bahini and took a
front rank role in defending the gains aof the movement and in countering the repression of the state.

The article describes and analyses the role of women in the Tebhaga movement and seeks to throw light on
fundamental questions such as why, despite women’s demonstrated capacity to organise, struggle qnd lead
progressive movements, male dominance remains unbroken.

IM 1946, on the eve of the withdrawal by
British colonialism from the Indian sub-
continent, a major agrarian struggle erupted
in the then united province of Bengal. With
the memory of a devastating famine still
fresh in their minds and bellies, the masses
of Bengal's tenants shaked off all lethargy
and subservience. They refused to submit
any longer to the feudal relations which kept
them enslaved to the rural gentry, the
jotedars, and demanded an immediate
increase in the share of the harvest. When
they started putting the demand into practice
themselves, the struggle for Tebhaga, a two-
thirds share, was on.

This agrarian movement in which women
participated on par with men, landless
labourers alongside those primarily benefit-
ed, with sharecroppers, spread like an
irresistible tidal wave to the various corners
of Bengal. From Jalpaiguri in the far north
to Kakdwip and Nandigram in the south
harvest battles were started, and they
aroused both tremendous enthusiasm and
spontaneous militancy among the toilers,
whi:st the landlords and their British backers
were scared out of their wits.

Though the tide of Tebhaga receded just
as fast as it arose, the uprising nevertheless
stands oiit as the most important political
event in twenticth century Bengal. In no
other people’s movement has the character
of various political forces been laid bare with
such nakedness. The powerful impact of
Tebhaga is also clear from this that the ruling
classes which came to power in the wake of
the uprising in both the divided parts of
Bengal were forced to make legal concessions
{0 the peasantry.

It is then clear why today, after nearly
forty vears have lapsed, it remains very rele-
vant to review Tebhaga's short history. By
being conscious of the enormous strength
which Bengal's rural poor have displayed in
the past, it is possible to strengthen one's
confidence in their revolutionary potential,
Tebhaga can be a genuine source of inspira-
tion in preparing for any new agrarian move-
ment in Bangladesh.

Secondly,’a reivew of Tebhaga has got vet
another future relevance. A basic feature of
the uprising was that the leadership which
initially had guided the peasants to revolt,
lagged far behind the masses once the
campaign developed. It made very elemeri-
tary errors due to which the movement was
bound to collapse. A political assessment is

thus relevant for avoiding a repetition of
mistakes.

But there is a third reason why a review
of Tebhaga history is crucial—a reason
linked to the latter but distinet. At its height
the uprising was led by rural poor women
who took the front-rank role in defending
the movement’s gains and in countering the
repression of the state. The most unigue
feature of Tebhaga is the spontaneous crea-
tion of women's fighting troops, called ‘nari
bahini’. An assessment of the women's role
in Tebhaga is not just relevant for con-
temporary Bengal or South Asia, but for
progressive movements all over the world.
Contrary to various fashionable theories, [
do not believe that a feminist perspective
exchudes either the building of a party of the
oppressed or the waging of armed struggle.
On the contrary, the evidence from Tebhaga
rather seems to point in opposite direction.

First, the ‘turse’ of the provincial com-
munist leadership in Bengal was not that
they buili a party as such. The leadership
erred, but it erred in assessing the country’s
socio-economic and political situation. And
it did so from the early 1940s up until the
vear of Bengal's sorrowful Partition, 1947,
And when amongst the rural poor the urge
for liberation reached its zenith during
Tebhaga's second and third phase, the party's
opportunism and restraint revealed them-
selves as utter lack of leadership!

Mor does the evidence from Tebhaga point
at any contradiction between female resi-
stance on the one hand, and the waging of
armed combat on the other. Though the
revolt generally did not reach the level of
planned guerilla-fighting, nonetheless rural
poor women through their courageous
deeds—snatching police-guns, forming semi-
militia, and staging defensive actions against
the forces of the state—were bent on put-
ting that form of struggle for the agenda.
The predilections of Bengal's poor peasant
women were far from non-violent.

However, and this needs emphasis, the
reality of Tebhaga should not be construed
as an endorsement of ‘party-building’ and
‘armed struggle’ under any kind of cir-
cumstances. Bengal's objective situation in
1946-47 was unmistakably revolutionary; an
agrarian society which had disintegrated
under the terrible weight of famine and war,
and where the rule of the British and their
rural allies, the landlords, had become
untenable.
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However, whereas the patriarchal bias is
a problem of universal portent which, 1
believe, progressive movements everywhere
should boldly face—the organisational and
strategic frameworks in which the leadership
of (rural poor or proletarian) women is to
be aimed at, most certainly are nof universal
in scope,

Let us begin with some concrete examples
from the later phase of Tebhaga—when
the leadership of the Communist Party
abstained—illustrating the astounding
heroism of rural poor women who stormed
heaven to defend the movement and its
gains.

24 Parganas—Alarm and Seige: A big
contingent of policemen had just arrested
some male peasant cadres and wanted to
leave by truck. Suddenly, women of the
village sounded the warning systemn. The air
vibrated with the noise and echoes of conch-
shells, horns, gongs and other instruments.
At this, hundreds of women—Hindus,
Muslims and tribals alike—came out from
their huts. With their brooms and knifes they
ran towards the truck and tried to set the
arrested men free. An unegual fight ensued,
in which the policemen could ultimately
outstrip the women, after they had fired
their rifles, But at no moment did the
women who were all from poor families
loose courage. “When the firing took place
the women became more daring!™” Mass
encirclements of police personnel, in
response to alarm signals given by women,
were a regular feature of Tebhaga in its
militant phase.!

Northern Mymensingh—A Mariyr's
Death: Women amongst the tribal Hazongs
had been aroused and unified by a middle-
aged widow called Rashomoni, They had
formed their own resistance troops which
were very active in protecting villages against
raids by the Eastern Front Rifles. When news
reached the female fighters that government
soldiers had raped two village girls and had
forcefully dragged away a third one (who
was newly married), Rashomoni was see-
thing with rage. Together with her female
comrades and some male volunteers who
hesitatingly followed her, she went to chase
the soldiers, until they got stuck in the sand
near the Shomeshori river and were sur-
rounded. The soldiers then started firing,
but Rashomoni ignored their bullets and
jumped, aiming her dagger at the soldiers
who had manhandled the bride. One of
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