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ABSTRACT 

The designation of a state day is not merely an administrative decision; it is a way of selecting particular episodes 

of the past for repeated public remembrance. This article examines the controversy over West Bengal Day 

through the competing significance attached to 20 June and Poila Boishakh. It reconstructs the Bengal 

Legislative Assembly proceedings of 20 June 1947, with particular attention to the sectional voting procedure, 

and places them within the constitutional crisis that accompanied the transfer of power. It then traces the 

institutional dispute from the Governor's observance of 20 June in 2023, through the West Bengal Legislative 

Assembly's adoption of Poila Boishakh as Bangla Dibas, to the restoration and official observance of 

Paschimbanga Divas on 20 June in 2026. The study combines the contemporary legislative record, Nehru's 

contemporary correspondence, official election and government records, contemporary reports of the 2023 

Assembly proceedings, and established scholarship on Bengal's partition and collective memory. The analysis 

treats commemoration as a process through which historical meanings are selected, institutionalised and 

contested. It argues that neither date is inherently inclusive. The 20 June commemorative framework foregrounds 

the constitutional and territorial emergence of West Bengal within India, whereas Poila Boishakh foregrounds 

Bengali cultural and calendrical continuity. The central issue is therefore not simply which date is historically 

'correct', but how the state narrates the past through ceremonies, resolutions, symbols and public education, and 

whether that narration can accommodate competing memories of partition while sustaining an inclusive civic 

identity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Commemorative calendars are instruments of public culture and statecraft. A date chosen to represent the 

formation or identity of a political community does not merely record the past; it establishes a framework through 

which the past is narrated in the present. The selection of a commemorative date can therefore privilege some 

historical experiences while rendering others less visible. West Bengal's recent debate over its state day offers a 

particularly revealing case because both of the principal dates under discussion—20 June and Poila Boishakh—

can be connected to genuine and historically meaningful dimensions of Bengali identity, but they do so in very 

different ways. 

 

The immediate controversy emerged in 2023. Governor C. V. Ananda Bose observed West Bengal Day at Raj 

Bhavan on 20 June, a date associated with the Bengal Legislative Assembly's decision-making process 

concerning the partition of Bengal in 1947. The state government objected to the date and subsequently secured 

a Legislative Assembly resolution in September 2023 declaring Poila Boishakh, the first day of the Bengali 

calendar, as Bangla Dibas and adopting Rabindranath Tagore's 'Banglar Mati, Banglar Jol' as the state song. The 

resolution passed by 167 votes to 62, with one member abstaining. The debate revealed two competing 

approaches: one emphasising the constitutional and territorial formation of West Bengal in 1947, and another 

emphasising Bengali cultural continuity and a commemorative date less directly associated with partition 

violence. (Indian Express 2023a; Indian Express 2023b). 
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The political situation changed after the 2026 Assembly election. Official Election Commission of India results 

record 207 seats for the Bharatiya Janata Party, 80 for the All India Trinamool Congress, two each for the Indian 

National Congress and Aam Janata Unnayan Party, and one each for the Communist Party of India (Marxist) 

and All India Secular Front, with results recorded for 293 constituencies. (Election Commission of India 2026a). 

After the change of government, Chief Minister Suvendu Adhikari stated in May that his government would 

propose 20 June as West Bengal Day. The proposal subsequently moved beyond the stage of political 

announcement: contemporary reporting recorded a Cabinet decision in early June to observe 20 June, and the 

West Bengal Higher Education Department's official publication portal lists a 16 June 2026 notification titled 

'Celebration of Paschimbanga Divas on 20th June.' The state consequently observed Paschimbanga Divas on 20 

June 2026. (Indian Express 2026; Government of West Bengal, Higher Education Department 2026). 

 

The article has four objectives. First, it clarifies what the Bengal Assembly actually decided on 20 June 1947, 

avoiding the common simplification that the entire Assembly simply voted for partition. Second, it reconstructs 

the institutional history of the West Bengal Day dispute from 2023 to 2026. Third, it develops the concept of 

collective memory by examining the mechanisms through which governments, legislatures, ceremonies, songs 

and public narratives institutionalise particular versions of the past. Finally, it considers what an inclusive 

commemorative practice might mean without assuming in advance that either 20 June or Poila Boishakh is 

inherently more inclusive. 

Sources And Approach 

The article adopts a historical-interpretive approach combining primary records, official governmental material, 

authoritative digital archives and established secondary scholarship. The sources are used in a defined order of 

priority. For the 20 June 1947 proceedings, priority is given to the Bengal Legislative Assembly record available 

through the West Bengal Legislative Library, supplemented by Jawaharlal Nehru's contemporary 

correspondence preserved in the Nehru Archive. These sources are used to reconstruct the voting procedure and 

to distinguish the questions actually put before the Assembly from later political summaries of those proceedings. 

(West Bengal Legislative Library 1947; Nehru Archive 1947). 

 

For the contemporary controversy, the article gives priority to institutional records. The Election Commission 

of India is used for the 2026 electoral outcome rather than a newspaper compilation. The West Bengal Higher 

Education Department's official publication portal is used to establish that an official notification concerning the 

celebration of Paschimbanga Divas on 20 June was issued in June 2026. Because the 2026 Cabinet decision and 

the Chief Minister's initial announcement are reported in the press, those claims are identified as reported 

political developments and are not presented as though the article had independently located a Cabinet resolution 

or gazette notification. The distinction is retained to make the evidentiary basis of the argument explicit. 

 

The 2023 Assembly decision is reconstructed from contemporary reports of the Assembly proceedings because 

a readily accessible official digital copy of the resolution was not located during the present source-verification 

exercise. The vote itself is consistently reported as 167–62, with one abstention, and the contemporary reports 

identify the resolution as having been introduced under Rule 169. (Indian Express 2023a; Indian Express 2023b).  

 

Analytically, the article uses memory studies not as a substitute for historical evidence but as a framework for 

interpreting how historical evidence is selected and made meaningful. Halbwachs's concept of socially framed 

memory and Nora's idea of lieux de mémoire are supplemented by attention to the institutional mechanisms of 

commemoration: resolutions, official calendars, state ceremonies, songs, public speeches, school and 

administrative observances, and repeated political narratives. The competing interpretations of 20 June and Poila 

Boishakh are therefore treated as objects of analysis rather than as self-evidently correct or incorrect positions. 

Historical Background: Bengal and The Transfer of Power, 1945–1947 

The immediate background to the partition of Bengal lay in the constitutional crisis that accompanied the end of 

British rule. The Cabinet Mission of 1946 sought to preserve an Indian political framework through a weak 

Union combined with provincial groupings. Bengal's position was especially complex because the province 

contained a Muslim majority overall but substantial Hindu-majority western districts and a highly interconnected 
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economic and cultural geography. The failure of the Cabinet Mission settlement intensified the struggle over the 

constitutional future of the province. Jalal's analysis emphasises the Muslim League's insistence on its 

representative status, while subsequent scholarship has shown that the politics of Bengal cannot be explained 

solely through an all-India Congress–League binary (Jalal 1985; Chatterji 1994). 

 

The communal violence of 1946 transformed the political environment. Direct Action Day in Calcutta in August 

1946 was followed by further violence in Noakhali, Bihar and other areas. The violence deepened insecurity and 

encouraged political actors to imagine territorial separation as a means of protection. Yet the political response 

was not uniform. Some Hindu leaders and organisations increasingly supported partition, while sections of 

Bengali political opinion continued to advocate an undivided Bengal, including proposals for a sovereign United 

Bengal. The history of partition must therefore be understood as a field of competing projects rather than as an 

inevitable march towards the final territorial settlement (Chatterji 1994; Chatterji 2007). 

 

Joya Chatterji's work is particularly important because it shifts attention towards the political agency of Hindu 

elites in western Bengal. Her argument does not reduce partition to elite communalism, but demonstrates how 

anxieties about political representation, property, employment and economic influence contributed to the 

demand for a separate western province (Chatterji 1994). Shyama Prasad Mukherjee became a prominent 

advocate of partition, while H. S. Suhrawardy, Sarat Chandra Bose and others were associated, in different ways, 

with attempts to preserve an undivided Bengal. The United Bengal proposal ultimately failed to secure the 

necessary support from the principal all-India political leaderships, and the 3 June 1947 plan made partition the 

operative constitutional framework. 

 

The historical importance of 20 June lies partly in the unusual voting procedure established under the 3 June 

plan. It is therefore misleading to describe the event simply as 'the Bengal Assembly voted to partition Bengal' 

without explaining how the vote was structured. The official legislative record states that the Assembly first met 

jointly and then divided into sections representing predominantly Muslim-majority and predominantly non-

Muslim-majority areas. The joint sitting produced 90 votes for the existing Constituent Assembly and 126 for a 

new and separate Constituent Assembly. In the subsequent sectional proceedings, the members representing the 

non-Muslim-majority areas voted 58 to 21 in favour of the constitutional arrangement that would lead to a 

separate province consisting of those areas and its constitution within the existing Constituent Assembly. The 

official record explicitly records the President's announcement that the result meant that there would be partition 

in Bengal. (West Bengal Legislative Library 1947). 

 

The members representing the Muslim-majority areas, meanwhile, voted against partition and, in the event of 

partition, favoured participation in the new Constituent Assembly associated with Pakistan. Nehru's 

correspondence of 24 June 1947 provides an independent contemporary confirmation of the principal figures: 

58–21 in the non-Muslim-majority section, 106–35 against partition in the Muslim-majority section, and 126–

90 in the joint meeting concerning the choice between the existing and new Constituent Assemblies. (Nehru 

Archive 1947). 

 

The sectional nature of the proceedings is analytically significant. The joint vote did not constitute a 

straightforward vote of the entire Assembly for partition. Rather, the constitutional procedure allowed a positive 

decision for partition by one of the designated sections to determine the outcome. The result therefore embodied 

two simultaneously valid historical facts: a majority of the joint sitting favoured a united Bengal joining the new 

Constituent Assembly, while the non-Muslim-majority section separately voted for partition and for the western 

portion to be constituted within the existing Indian Constituent Assembly. Any commemoration of 20 June that 

presents only one of these dimensions risks reducing a complicated constitutional process to a partisan historical 

slogan. 

 

The subsequent Radcliffe boundary process transformed the constitutional decision into a territorial reality. The 

boundary divided districts, transport networks, markets, rivers and family connections, and its effects were 

experienced through displacement, migration, altered citizenship and the restructuring of economic life. The date 

of 20 June can therefore be remembered simultaneously as a moment of constitutional formation and as a point 
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in a process that generated profound human loss. These meanings are not mutually exclusive; indeed, their 

coexistence explains much of the contemporary controversy (Chatterji 1999; Chatterji 2007). 

From Historical Event to Commemorative Politics, 2023–2026 

The 2023 controversy brought the distinction between history and commemoration into the open. Governor C. 

V. Ananda Bose observed West Bengal Day on 20 June at Raj Bhavan, while the state government questioned 

the choice. The subsequent Assembly resolution of September 2023 designated Poila Boishakh as Bangla Dibas 

and adopted 'Banglar Mati, Banglar Jol' as the state song. The resolution passed 167–62, with one abstention. 

The BJP opposed the measure and continued to advocate 20 June. (Indian Express 2023a; Indian Express 2023b). 

 

The two positions contained different conceptions of what a state day should commemorate. Supporters of 20 

June emphasised a constitutional-territorial argument: the western section of the Bengal Assembly took the 

decision that made the creation of West Bengal within India possible. Supporters of Poila Boishakh emphasised 

cultural continuity: the Bengali New Year can be understood as a shared cultural occasion that does not require 

citizens to celebrate the partition itself. The latter position was explicitly connected in the Assembly debate with 

the violence and bloodshed of partition. These should be presented as competing political interpretations rather 

than as evidence that one side possesses the entirety of the historical truth. 

 

An important complication is that Poila Boishakh is not historically outside politics. It is a cultural calendar date 

with deep social resonance, but the choice to make it a state commemoration is itself a political act. Likewise, 

20 June is not inherently communal merely because it is connected with partition; it can be framed as a 

constitutional date marking the emergence of a territorial unit within India. The relevant analytical question is 

instead which historical associations the state foregrounds, which it places in the background, and how that 

choice is communicated to the public. 

 

The 2026 election changed the institutional setting of the debate. The Election Commission of India records that 

the BJP won 207 of the 293 constituencies for which results were declared, while the AITC won 80. (Election 

Commission of India 2026a; Election Commission of India 2026b). This is the appropriate basis for describing 

the electoral change, rather than relying on the earlier reference to Wikipedia. 

 

On 9 May 2026, newly installed Chief Minister Suvendu Adhikari stated that his government would place a 

proposal before the Cabinet and Assembly to observe 20 June rather than Poila Boishakh. (Indian Express 2026). 

Subsequent reporting on 3 June stated that the state Cabinet had approved the observance of 20 June as the state 

day. More importantly for documentary verification, the official West Bengal Higher Education Department 

publication portal lists a notification dated 16 June 2026 titled 'Celebration of Paschimbanga Divas on 20th June.' 

The state then publicly observed Paschimbanga Divas on 20 June 2026. (Government of West Bengal, Higher 

Education Department 2026). 

 

This sequence changes the analytical description of the controversy. The 2026 development should no longer be 

described simply as a proposal to restore 20 June. It was a proposal in May, followed by a reported Cabinet 

decision in June, an official departmental notification, and an actual state observance on 20 June. Nevertheless, 

the institutionalisation of the date does not establish a consensus over its meaning. The same date can remain 

contested even after becoming an official commemorative occasion. 

 

The reversal also demonstrates the vulnerability of commemorative policy to electoral change. This does not 

mean that political parties are uniquely manipulative in choosing public memories; rather, it demonstrates a 

structural feature of democratic commemoration. Governments possess disproportionate institutional capacity 

to convert a preferred interpretation into ceremonies, official notices, educational programming and public 

symbolism. A change in government can therefore alter not only policy but also the symbolic vocabulary through 

which the state narrates its past. 
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Collective Memory, Institutions and the Contest Over Meaning 

Maurice Halbwachs argued that collective memory is socially framed: groups remember the past through 

categories and relationships available in the present (Halbwachs 1992 [1950]). Pierre Nora's concept of lieux de 

mémoire similarly draws attention to dates, places, symbols and rituals that become concentrated sites of memory 

when lived environments of memory weaken or disappear (Nora 1989). These concepts are useful here, but they 

need to be connected to the concrete institutions through which memory is produced. 

 

In the West Bengal case, memory is selected through political decision-making. A government chooses a date; 

a legislature passes or debates a resolution; departments circulate instructions; schools and colleges may be asked 

to observe the occasion; public ceremonies provide a performative setting; songs and slogans supply emotional 

and cultural language; and political leaders interpret the meaning of the date through speeches. Repetition then 

transforms an initially contested political choice into a familiar public ritual. Institutionalisation does not 

eliminate contestation, but it gives one version of the past greater visibility and administrative authority. 

 

Memory is also contested through counter-narratives. A political opposition may reject the official date, 

commemorate another event, reinterpret the same event, or challenge the historical vocabulary used by the 

government. Civil society, historians, journalists and cultural organisations can similarly compete to shape the 

meaning of the commemorative occasion. The 2023 and 2026 reversals illustrate this process particularly clearly: 

the state calendar became a visible arena in which different conceptions of Bengal's identity were articulated. 

 

The contest is not simply between 'history' and 'politics'. Historical evidence itself contains multiple scales of 

meaning. The 20 June proceedings can be read constitutionally, territorially, communally and socially. Poila 

Boishakh can be read culturally, linguistically, commercially, religiously and politically. What commemoration 

does is to select one scale of meaning as especially appropriate for public repetition. The analytical task is 

therefore to ask what is made visible, what is marginalised, and what social identity is invited by the 

commemorative frame. 

 

This perspective also cautions against describing one date as inherently inclusive. Inclusiveness is an empirical 

question. It should be assessed through the content of official ceremonies, participation in them, the language 

used by political leaders, the representation of minority and migrant communities, the treatment of partition 

victims, and the extent to which competing historical memories are acknowledged. A date can be culturally 

broad yet politically exclusionary in its official narration; conversely, a date associated with a divisive historical 

event can be commemorated in a way that openly acknowledges suffering on all sides and affirms equal 

citizenship. 

 

A more mature commemorative practice would therefore distinguish between remembering an event and 

celebrating every aspect of that event. 20 June could be observed as a day of constitutional remembrance while 

explicitly acknowledging partition's violence, displacement and the losses experienced by Hindus, Muslims and 

others. Poila Boishakh could be celebrated as a cultural day while acknowledging that Bengali identity has never 

been politically uniform and that the history of Bengal includes competing linguistic, religious, regional and 

class identities. Such an approach would transform commemoration from partisan celebration into historical 

education. 

Competing Conceptions Of West Bengal's Identity 

Supporters of 20 June can reasonably argue that a state needs a date tied to its constitutional and territorial 

emergence. The sectional vote of 20 June 1947 is directly connected to the creation of the western province that 

became West Bengal. From this perspective, the date anchors the state in the constitutional history of the end of 

British rule and its incorporation into the Indian Union. This interpretation is historically substantial, even though 

it is not the only interpretation of the event. 

 

Supporters of Poila Boishakh can equally reasonably argue that a state day should not require citizens to celebrate 

a process associated with partition and mass suffering. Poila Boishakh offers a cultural register based on the 
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Bengali calendar and can be framed as an occasion of renewal. Its supporters therefore see it as capable of 

connecting residents through cultural practices rather than through the memory of territorial division. The 2023 

Assembly debate explicitly used this rationale, although the political adoption of the date itself demonstrates that 

cultural symbolism is also institutionally constructed. (Indian Express 2023a). 

 

There is also a third position that deserves greater attention: the possibility of retaining a single official date 

while making the commemoration deliberately plural. The state need not pretend that West Bengal has one 

uncontested origin story. It can acknowledge 20 June as the date associated with the constitutional decision 

leading to partition while presenting the occasion as a day of historical remembrance rather than triumphal 

celebration. Alternatively, it can retain Poila Boishakh while using the programme to teach the history of 1947 

and the multiple political projects that preceded partition. In either case, inclusiveness would be produced by the 

content and institutional practice of commemoration rather than by the calendar date alone. 

Towards A Constructive Significance Of West Bengal Day 

A state day becomes socially valuable when it creates an occasion for collective reflection. The choice of date 

matters, but the substance of the observance matters more. A constructive West Bengal Day could combine 

historical education with civic assessment. It could ask how the state has responded to unemployment, migration, 

education, healthcare, social protection, environmental pressures and borderland challenges. It could also 

recognise the contributions of communities whose histories are often absent from official narratives, including 

refugees, workers, tribal communities, linguistic minorities and migrants who have made West Bengal their 

home. 

 

The commemoration could include public lectures on the history of 1947, exhibitions based on archival 

documents, oral-history projects with families affected by partition, school programmes on the Bengal Assembly 

proceedings, and cultural performances representing the diversity of Bengal. Such practices would operationalise 

the idea that collective memory is not simply inherited but institutionally produced. They would also make the 

state day an educational exercise rather than a partisan ritual. 

 

The question of identity should likewise be approached carefully. Bengali identity is powerful but internally 

diverse; West Bengal's population includes people whose linguistic, regional, religious and ancestral 

backgrounds differ. An inclusive civic identity cannot be produced by erasing those differences. It must instead 

provide a common political framework in which different communities can see themselves as legitimate 

participants in the history and future of the state. 

 

The familiar attribution to Gopal Krishna Gokhale of the phrase 'What Bengal thinks today, India will think 

tomorrow' is often invoked in discussions of Bengal's historical importance. Its precise historical context, 

however, is less important here than the broader proposition that Bengal's public culture has frequently been 

imagined as nationally consequential. A contemporary West Bengal Day would justify such a claim only if it 

encouraged critical self-reflection rather than historical triumphalism. 

 

The deeper significance of the observance, therefore, lies in whether the state can turn memory into a civic 

resource. A commemorative day should not require citizens to agree about every aspect of the past. It should 

enable them to encounter disagreement within a shared democratic framework. 

CONCLUSION 

The controversy over West Bengal Day demonstrates that historical dates acquire political force through the 

institutions and narratives that surround them. The proceedings of 20 June 1947 were constitutionally decisive, 

but they were not a simple whole-house vote for partition. The joint sitting, the sectional votes and the subsequent 

boundary-making process produced a complex historical sequence in which constitutional formation, communal 

insecurity, territorial division and human displacement were intertwined. The official legislative record and 

contemporary documentary evidence make that complexity visible. 
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The subsequent dispute over commemoration shows how that history is repeatedly reconstructed. In 2023, the 

West Bengal Assembly chose Poila Boishakh and linked it to a cultural conception of Bengali identity. After the 

2026 election, the new government restored 20 June to official state observance, and the state's own Higher 

Education Department issued a notification for its celebration. These changes demonstrate the institutional power 

of electoral politics over public memory, but they do not demonstrate that either date has achieved historical 

consensus. 

 

The evidence does not justify treating either date as inherently inclusive or the alternative as historically 

illegitimate. The better approach is comparative and evidence-based: identify what each date commemorates, 

examine the communities and memories it foregrounds, recognise what it leaves in the background, and evaluate 

the actual practices through which the state gives the date meaning. If 20 June is retained, its observance can 

acknowledge both the constitutional emergence of West Bengal and the suffering associated with partition. If 

Poila Boishakh is preferred, the commemoration can combine cultural renewal with serious historical 

engagement with 1947. In either case, the ultimate measure of an inclusive West Bengal Day should be the civic 

culture it creates, not merely the date printed on the calendar. 
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