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Abstract:The territory of West Dinajpur formerly Pundravardhana had a glory in education from
ancient times. Bhadrabahu, Sandhakara Nandi, Dharvapani, and Kedara Mishra were born in the
territory. In the medieval period Jagat Jiban Ghosal, the son of this soil wrote Mangal Kabvya. But
with the advent of the British East India Company the education system was devastated. In the second
half of the 19" century, there was steady growth in this arena but it was confined only to two police
stations Dinajpur and Thakurgaon. After partition due to refugee rehabilitation, some sort of pace
had been found as the literacy rate among the upper caste Hindu people of East Bengal was more
than the district. The number of schools had increased. The host people and the refugees of
consecutive waves were in back strata regarding education. This situation was altered with the land
reform program because due to this reform huge number of people got the capacity to spend little
money for the cause of education of their children.
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Introduction

Before entering into the discussion about the evolution of literacy in West Dinajpur district of
West Bengal it will be better to introduce West Dinajpur district first because at present there
is no district named West Dinajpur. In the colonial period, Dinajpur was a district of Bengal
province. On the eve of independence, Bengal was divided and the dividing line had drowned
across the Dinajpur district. One-third portion came to Indian dominion and created a district
of West Bengal named West Dinajpur. The district lay between 26°29” 54’ and 25°10*” 55’
north latitudes and between 89°0°°30° and 87°48°37" cast longitudes, bounded on the north

by river Mahananda and the district of Dinajpur of East Pakistan; on the west by the district
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of Purnea in Bihar and by the district of Malda; on the south by Malda district and the district
of Rajshahi, and Bogra of East Pakistan; on the east Dinajpur and Bogra of East Pakistan.' It
is to mention that at the time of the creation of the district, it was not in the shape as
described here. The northern portion that is Islampur subdivision had included in the district
in 1956 to establish a connection with Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri, and Cooch Behar as prescribed
by State Reorganization Commission.” But the district was divided into two namely North
Dinajpur and South Dinajpur on 1% April 1992 That is why the present study will be
confined to 1992.

From very ancient times, the territory of West Dinajpur had a glory in education. As it
was in the Pundravardhana Bhukti which was noted for Jain religious doctrine; Digambar
achariya Bhadrabahu was born at Devkot, identified with Bangarh of Gangarampur. During
the Pala period, the place was also renowned as a seat of learning. Sandhakara Nandi,
Darbhapani, and Kedara Misra- the renowned scholars of that period of India were born in
this region.* The Muslim ruler, Bakhtyar Khilji had established several maktava and madrasa
and was emulated by some of his successors. Jagat Jiban Ghosal, in fourteenth-century A.D.,
wrote ‘Mongalakavya’, which proved the glorious tradition of learning in this region.” But in
the caste-oriented society of India, only Brahmin and Baidyas were allowed to read and write
and the learning system was carried out in Sanskrit and confined more or less to religious
text. In Muslim society, Persian literature had replaced Sanskrit and was basically learned by
the Muslims. A few castes Hindus also tried to learn Persian to get lucrative opportunities in
the courts of Muslims. The picture of West Dinajpur was not different.’

With the beginning of the company’s rule, due to the economic disaster, the education
system of Bengal faced a calamity for obtaining dewani by East India Company and its
exploitation. Dinajpur also lost its glory during this time. The appointment of Devi Sing to
Dinajpur court in 1780 and his occlusion to the people of Dinajpur had distorted social
stabilization. Generally, the education system whatever remained was devastated.” Another
reason for the declining trend of education may be that the relevance of the old type of
education ended during British rule. Generally, the numerous numbers of indigenous
pathsala, chatuspothi, maktava disappeared. That is why in the middle of the 19" century, the
scenario of education in Dinajpur was worse than the depiction of Buchanan Hamilton.®

The second half of the 19" century marked a steady growth of education in Dinajpur.

According to census 1881, the number of literate males per thousand was 57 and women only
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1. In 1911, the total number of literate person in the district was 99088, of them 20404 and
14208 belonged to the Kotwali (Dinajpur) and Thakurgaon police station respectively. * The
total number of police stations in the district was 30.'° But almost 35% of literate people in
the district belong to only two police stations Dinajpur and Thakurgaon. Because Dinajpur
was head-quarter of the district and Thakurgaon was head-quarter of the only subdivision of
the district. Balughat subdivision was formed later (1904), so the number of literate people

was very little there.

It is right to say that after independence, the new district- West Dinajpur lost the
major seats of learning with the partition of state in 1947 to East Pakistan. So, the district
became an educationally backward one and its primary education had come under a newly set
up school board. After the creation of municipality in Balurghat and Raiganj in 1951, the
responsibility of education in the municipal area was taken up by the municipality. A fresh
career of the West Dinajpur district was started in respect of education. In the beginning, in
the years of 1948-49 and 1950-51, the numbers of various categories of schools and their

progress are shown below.

Table: 1
Number of educational institution and pupil in West Dinajpur in the year 1948-49 and 1950-
51
Class of institution 1948-49 1950-51
Number of No. of pupil Number of No. of pupil
institution institution
Primary school 425 34789 504 39336
M.E. schools 35 3681 41 5506
H.E. School 6 3006 13 5249
Unrecognized School 84 3523 51 2396

Source: Census of India 1951. West Bengal, District Handbooks, West Dinajpur

Within the two years of duration, the percentage of the male pupil for the male population of
schooling age (4-14) had increased 42 to 46 and the same for females 7 to 11."" This
happened due to the refugee influx from East Pakistan. During the first wave of migration,
mainly the educated middle-class people had migrated and in the district literacy among the

migrants was 27.4%,'> no doubt too higher than the indigenous people in the district. In
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1956, the inclusion of the Islampur subdivision into the district West Dinajpur changed the
educational scenario to some extent. The new territory merged from purnea had returned the
least literacy in the district. The percentage of literacy in that subdivision was much below
then the district average then. The literacy differential in police stations may reveal the

matter.

Table: 2
Decadal variation of literacy in the police stations of West Dinajpur 1961-1991

(Literacy in Percentage)

Name of Police Census years

stations 1961 1971 1981 1991
Chopra 11.84 15.76 18.76 28.82
Islampur 11.21 14.83 21.21 23.22
Chakulia | —-—---- 13.91 16.38 18.36
Karandighi 10.03 13.17 14.01 23.31
Goalpokhor 11.58 10.62 11.75 17.61
Raiganj 21.48 29.66 33.14 35.37
Hemtabad 19.22 20.24 25.51 41.70
Kaliaganj 18.50 25.00 31.49 38.80
Kushmundi 16.09 16.70 25.14 33.9
Itahar 14.36 19.55 22.33 32.18
Bangshihari 15.52 19.26 25.80 36.21
Gangampur 19.00 24.06 30.23 44.58
Kumarganj 20.00 26.64 32.12 47.25
Tapan 14.46 19.80 25.94 40.60
Balurghat 28.35 40.66 49.27 48.80
Hilli 23.70 30.72 36.94 47.81
West Dinajpur 17.06 22.10 27.00 39.29

Source: District Census Handbook, West Dinajpur, 1961, 71 & Statistical Handbook 1981

The demographic evolution of the district had a notable impact on its educational
development. The police station returned a maximum rate of literacy which received the

maximum number of refugees from East Pakistan (after 1971 Bangladesh). The comparative
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study of these two variables will prove the fact stated above. At first, we may focus on the
literacy rate of the district of East Pakistan from where the refugees had come to West Bengal
as well as West Dinajpur, based on religion because the province Bengal was bifurcated
based on so. After the partition of Bengal, in East Bengal, the Hindus had become the

minority religious group and were compelled to migrate to India.

Table: 3
Literacy among the Hindus and Muslims in the district of East Pakistan in 1941
Name of District Literacy rate
Hindus Muslim

Jossore 19.01 7.72
Khulna 19.19 9.80
Rajshahi 20.48 11.74
Rangpur 15.68 11.57
Bogra 19.26 15.26
Pabna 23.06 7.88
Dacca 25.64 9.23
Mymensingh 22.19 7.79
Faridpur 20.85 8.80
Bakarganj 28.25 14.58
Toppera 24.34 12.82
Noyakhali 25.83 23.30
Chittagong 25.32 13.09

Source: Census of India 1941, Bengal.

The fact was that the refugees from the districts of East Pakistan who came to West Bengal
did not step in equal ratio from all the sections of the society. Right after the partition of
Bengal, the Hindus who crossed over into West Bengal in the majority were from the
educated middle class and they stepped with assets and skills. The majority of lower castes
Hindus in East Bengal were peasants, sharecroppers, or agricultural laborers who found
emigration a very complex task. The only belonging they had was their tiny landholding.
Most of them were illiterate and very few had a connection with West Bengal or any

experience of working there.'> A small number of them used to migrate seasonally into West
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Bengal during harvest or to help transplant rice since agricultural labor in some parts of the
state tended to pay better than similar work at home.'* The peasant of East Pakistan
traditionally was reluctant to migrate in search of work because its fertile alluvial soil was
better and able to support its people than the less productive soil of Western districts. The
Hindu peasants of East Pakistan had fallen into impossible dilemmas when they were
victimized by partition violence. To them, it was an insecure prospect of migrating to West
Bengal, because they had no experience or any connection in West Bengal. So, they preferred
to stay there in the middle of fear."’ Proportionately, fewer humble Hindu peasants had
chosen to leave. The peasants were only 40% of all the refugees, although they represent
three-quarters of East Bengal Hindus.'® When stalked the specter of communal violence, the
peasants had tended to leave by taking nothing with them.

So, it is clear that the refugees who came to West Bengal initially, majority of them
were literate and contributed to some extent to literacy development in West Bengal. The
educated middle-class refugees had preferred to settle in Calcutta and other large towns and
industrial centers of Hooghly, 24 Pargana and Bardwan. In the West Dinajpur district, the
refugees who resettled had 27.4 % literacy which was higher than the district's general
literacy. A good number resettled in the district as they had relatives. Generally, they were
from the border districts like Dinajpur, Rajshahi, Rangpur, etc. those who had racial
similarities with the indigenous people of the district. So, it was the fact that the refugees
resettled in this district contributed a lot to the field of literacy. Even it will not be wrong to
say that in the district the steady growth of education was the contribution of the refugees
who migrated from East Pakistan to some extent, especially in the urban areas.

The factor that affected much in the development of education in the district was the
land reform program of the government of West Bengal. It had a long-term important impact
on the society of West Bengal. As a result of land reform, the beneficiaries' households had
attained the situation that enabled them to spend on the education of the child. Before the
land redistribution program, very few of these landless cultivators or sharecroppers could
educate their children, due to economic conditions. So it was the fact that land reform in West
Bengal contributed to some extent to the increasing percentage of education.!” The number of
beneficiaries of land reform in the district West Dinajpur was not negligible. The total
number of sharecroppers recorded in the district till the year 1991-92, was 1.1 lakh and the

beneficiary of the homestead scheme was 17000.'® No doubt, the land reform gave them the
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security of livelihood, and these families later on, as their capital increased, they invested it to
the attainment of education of their child.

An important aspect of literacy in the district was the gap between male and female
literacy. It has been shown in West Bengal's perspective that with the increase of educational
institutions, basically primary schools, the gender gap in literacy becoming narrower."” But in
West Dinajpur district, the correlation between these two variables (educational institution

and gender gap of literacy) had not been moved to the same line.

Table: 4

Increase of educational institutions and number of pupils in West Dinajpur:
1951-52 to 1991-92

Class of institution 1951-52 1960-61 1970-71 1981-82 1991-92
Primary | Number of 509 1136 1789 2440 2602
school Institutes

No. of pupil 42258 85118 142375 247601 297949
Middle Number of 38 93 93 108 111
school Institutes

No. of pupil 6054 6989 9502 58989 28351
High Number of 16 27 60 140 158
school Institutes

No. of pupil 5057 7641 15405 15909 72502
H.S. Number of | ----- 10 19 21 29
School Institutes

No. of pupil | ------ 5727 21147 3033 22798
College | Number of 02 02 04 05 07

Institutes

No. of pupil 307 1034 3147 4806 8297

Source: District Census Handbook, West Dinajpur, 1961 and District Statistical Handbook,
1973, 1989, 1993.
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Table: 5
Gender gap in literacy in West Dinajpur (1961-1991)

Census Year Male literacy (%) Female literacy (%) Gender gap (%)
1961 25.96 7.24 18.72
1971 31.1 12.40 18.70
1981 36.22 17.17 19.05
1991 49.79 27.87 21.92

Source: Census of India, District Census Handbook, West Dinajpur, 1961 and District
Statistical Handbook, 1973, 1989, 1993.

The table shows that as the various kinds of educational institutions were increasing day by
day so did the literacy rate, but the literacy gap between males and females was also
widening. The reason may be that the district was an agricultural tract and the percentage of
people below the poverty level was high. Their general idea was to invest the little surplus
capital whatever was, into the male child to secure the future. Only in the urban areas, was
the scenario found different where the educated middle class had been concentrated. The gap
there was narrowing with the increase of educational institutes. In 1991 in urban areas, the

gap was only 11.63 whereas; in rural areas the gap was 23.40.%°
Conclusion

So the clear scenario is that, the age long tradition of learning in the region of West Dinajpur
was distorted in the colonial time as was not suitable for the new situation. As much as
advancement had been found was confined in two centers namely Dinajpur and Thakurgaon.
Unfortunately these centers fell into Pakistan on the eve of independence and partition.
Generally West Dinajpur district had lagged behind regarding education. After partition two
phenomenons had determined the literacy development of the district; refugee resettlement
and land reform. It has been found that in the initial phase of the refugee influx the pace of
literacy development was higher than the consecutives because the refugees came in the
phase was from the middle and upper class basically educated section. Though these people
have preferred to resettle in the industrial belt of Calcutta and around, a good number also

resettled in the districts like West Dinajpur.
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The second determinant was land reform program of west Bengal government. The
scenario is clear in the literacy development in the 1980°s. Because in 1978 the operation
‘borga’ had launched and a considerable number of landless people had got a pitch of land
and became capable to send their child to school. But disappointing is that the rate of literacy
was lagged behind considerable than the state and the continuous widening trend of gap
between male and female. The scenario regarding rural -urban literacy distribution was more
or less same. It is assumed that the poor ‘borgaders’ had preferred to send their male child
first to school which geared up the pace of male literacy and the literates preferred to migrate

to urban areas for better facilities of schooling and others to their children.
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