‘A Land of Eternal Eid”’—Independence, People, and Politics in East Bengal

Ahmed Kamal

With the birth of Pakistan on the midnight of 14 August 1947 the
eastern part of the Indian province of B:&ngal was partition:d and became
what was later known as East Pakistan. It is reported that the Muslims
all over East Bengal welcomed the birth of the new nation with shouts
of azan (call to prayer).! Tajuddin Ahmed, a young Muslim nationalist
during the late 40’s mentioned in his diary that people all over the Muslim
areas of Dhaka, which earned for itself the distinction of being the provmcxal
capital of East Pakistan, were found busy, day and night, in erectmsr gates
and decorations in preparation for Independence Day ceélebrations.? Public
and private buildings were'illuminated at night and fireworks were let ' off 8
Crowds of ““holiday makers” ‘thronged the streets, *some riding trucks and
some even'on elephants.” The highlight of the day, according to a Statesm)igz
report, was a procession by: Hindus and Muslims,  which coniverged on
Victoria Park, where speeches were made by leaders of all important political
parties.* -

The celebration was not confined only to Dhaki. In the town of
Barisal, victory gates were erected and musical soirées were organized.®
The day was observed by a public meeting in Sylhet where the siren on
14 August midnight announced that the district had ceased to be a part
of Assam province of Tndia. Batches of Muslims paraded the streets in
procession.®* Provash Chandra Lahiry, a prominent District Congress leader,
recollects that “‘every face of the vast population’ that turned up at Rajshahi,
a north B:ngal town, showed ‘‘sigas of radiant glow of fulfilnient of a long
cherished desire of winning freedom.””? Even the tribal population of the
border districts of East Pakistan were apparently -“inspried and joyous"
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on achieving political freedom from the Raj. A communist activist and
writer observed that ‘‘like the others they too were overwhelmed with joy
at the imminent prospect of independence.”® On 15 August, meetings and
processions were organised in Durgapur, Haluaghat, Nolitabri, and Bhatpur
in Mymenshingh  district: by -tribal leaders ' Theéy cxpressed their solidarity
with the new nation state.’ s
“Remarkable scenes of amity and concord were witnessed” at Dhaka
and other places of the province on Indzpendence Day.!® Striking descriptions
of the happy and unbounded spirit of freedom that swept and surged
across the entire provincial town of Dhaka come from the pages of Tajuddin
Ahmed’s diary. “Astonishing surge of national energy” and  ‘“‘euphoric”!
are some of the general expressions used by historians to -describe  the
happiness over political independence. Obviously, to the observers of the
festival of freedom the euphoria was unidimensional and unqualified. Nationa-
lists _have often seen in the varied responses of people to political independence
a_simple feeling ' of ‘happiness at the ' creation of Pakistan. The intensity
of the popular rejoicing should not, however, lead us to assume that all
who celebrated ; the .coming of independence shared one uncomplicated strand
of . feeling, The word ‘“euphoria’’ /both reveals and hides the different and
contradictory expectations that surrounded the idea of ‘‘Pakistan.” '
Till .the day -of its birth Pakistan lackeéd a precise definition. ~The
Muslim - League activists ‘who 'worked up ‘a vision of Pakistan  for - East
Bengal Muslims failed to define’ the ideology ‘of the mew state in - any
precise manner, even. while they were engaged in outlining the principles
of a new Constitution.!® There was, for instance, the liberal view of nation-
hood. At independence Jinnah told the nation :
.+ We are starting with the  fundamental principle that we are all citizens
., -and equal citizens  of rone state . . .. Weshould keep that in front of us
o as,our ideal .and you will find that Hindus will cease to be Hindus
ai .;and Muslims will cease to bs Muslims, mnot in- the: religious sense,
.1, because, that is the personal faith of cach individual, but in the political
id ;semeascltlzensofthestate. r f2nv o 0 908} \IOvVE 4§
In the, same; speech, Jinnah - aISO asserted the *‘complete” 'soveteignty . of
-the Counstituent. Assembly ‘ag-the Federal: vLegxslamre of Pakistan.** - In
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Dhaka, Maulana Bhashani, a Muslim nationalist leader, expressed similar
expectations on the floor of the Legislative Assembly : “Today the country
is a free country and should be guided by the opinions of the people.”!*
For such leaders, ‘‘Pakistan’ meant that the colonial experience of non-
participatory, non-democratic, non representative politics, was now to be
comprehensively reversed.!®

“Today 12,00 p.m. sees the end of British Rule and the bzginning of the
Indian [sic] own government.” This is how Tajuddin Ahmed recorded his
initial reaction to political ‘independence in tke pages of his diary on
14 August 1947. He also wrote the word “Independence” 'in bold letters
at the top of the page as a concentrated expression of his own feelings.1®
While rejoicing at the achievement of political independence one Muslim poet
conceived of Pakistan as a land of *‘eternal ‘Eid.”?” To many nationalists
imdependence “was ‘the “Indian Muslim’s finest hour.”'® One nationalist
leader eventermed it the “Pakistan’ Revolution.”!® To many of them, at
least, it ‘was‘an end tod “barbaric rule” wiich had debased all kinds of
human - relationship ‘and weighed' heavily on' the traditions, customs, and
creative energies of the people. :

In fact, nationalist writings and speeches describe the day as the culmina-
tion of all movements since the defeat of the Muslim Nawab at Plasscy
in 1757, while some others locate it in a chronology that begins with the
unsuccessful uprisings' of 1857, “for it [independencel was something for
which they had waited subconsciously for nearly a century.” “Pakistan,
the land of promise, the land of hope, the land for which thousands have
sacrificed their lives”—statements like these abound in the nationalist
literature ** But the rhetoric makes the thousands who rallied round the
Muslim  League look like one “Muslim people,” irrespective of class or
cthnic difference. The hopes and aspirations of the poor Muslims, however
were often quite different from those of the elite. Besides, as Jinnah and
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the Muslim League had never spelt out' the nature of ‘‘Pakistan” in any
detail, a conceptual space remained where many different perceptions about
the latter could exist and jostle with one another.*

A “new era of history”’ and the mstaphor of dawn was often used
to convey a sense of beginning.2? Anderson has rightly pointed out that
the images of dawn, light, sun—all appsar as symbols of revival and regenera-
tion—conjured up at moments when nationalists’ lives appear to “run in
tandem with the world.”2? It was a time when expectations ran in many
different. lines. Nationalist scholars have often simplified the complexity of
t he phenomenon.

11

Pakistan’s novelty was its tecritorial arrangement  which baffled all
hitherto known definitions of state formation. Pakistan ¢‘defied virtually
every criterion of nationhood’’-—says one historian in explaining the struc-
tural complexity of the new nation.3* The two parts of the new state were
isolated from each other by more than a thousand miles of Indian territory,
and the smaller eastern part, being only 54,091 square miles in area, had
more population that West Pakistan which was almost six times larger.

Though it was a “hurriedly contrived”’ all-India settlement,?® some
nationalists see it as a novel experiment in nation-building.2?® But to many
others it appeared as an unfair partifion,?” even ‘‘unnatural.”’ Perhaps to
many it was an absurd state?® The reasons for this kind of thinking
were manifold. The way the British Indian empire, and more specifically
the piovince of Bengal was divided was unacceptable to many. Some
Hindu and Muslim leaders even tried to peddle the formula of a third state :
a greater Bangal.?’ But this was frustrated by political antagonism and
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by the “inertial power” of competing Indian and Pakistani nationalism.*
Bengal was partitioned and, without Calcutta, Eastern Bengal looked more
like a large overpopulated rural slum.®! The partition also occurred amidst
chaos and bloodshed.?? One principal actor in the drama of partition
has described it as the ‘‘greatest administrative operation in : history.’’33
Till the day of its birth Pakistan represented a “hazy and uncertain groping
towards a separate state,’’34

Religious, ethnic, geographical and historical considerations were set
aside in the criteria of a new state whose particular political geography
was determined by arbitrary acts of the departing colonial power and of
-contending national political pacties. = Ziring observed that international
boundaries were drawn “retarding and restricting traditional mobility’’ among
the people.?® The Radcliffe award, some Muslim League leaders complained,
had adversely affected the province ; the river systems had been artificially
divided and excepting Kamafully all the dam sites fell into West Bengal.3®
The award of the Boundary Commission, many Muslim League members
-of the Assembly felt; made industrial ‘expansion uncertain.’” And the way
the Province was divided made traditional supplies of rice and paddy from
the Hill Tipperah state and Cachar district of Assam to a number of
thanas in Sylhet district difficult.?® The people of the Jaintia parganas
consisting  of Kanaighat, Jaintiapur and Gwainghat police stations of the
North Sylhet subdivision of the Sylhet district, suffered the greatest setback
to their ecomomic life. Suffering and deprivation followed as their normal
trade channels with Assam were closed forever,3?

The state of the nation that started from scratch on 15 August 1947
worsened quickly as problems ‘‘came crowding in with bewildering rapidity’’
in a land now inhabited by about 42 million people of which 29,481,099
were Muslims, 11,736,029 Hindus, 56,882 Christians and 1,179 Sikhs.
The population density was 775 pzople per square mile, one of the highest
in the world. Only 500 miles of road and innumerable, criss-crossing rivers
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and canals formed the life-lines of commerce and trade in the land.4®

East Bengal inherited only ten cotton factories out of 400 in India,
none of Bengal’s 106 Jute Millis, not a'single iron‘and steel plant, paper
mill, chemical work; coal’ mine or established hydro-electric project. It was.
left with only 49 seasonal jute bailing presses (working at 20 percent capacity),
58 small rice mills of all descriptions, 'three sugar factories and one cement
factory.?

But contemporary official -documents projected an optumstre outlook
on the viability of Pakistan. One document published soon after independence
said : ““the hope about the enormous potentialities of these neglected parts—
a ‘hope with which ‘the new State was launched—is not a vain belief” and
discussed’ the prospect of the production and the export of tea, tobacco,
hides and:skin, paper and' petroleum in such a wayas to boost the morale
of the nation. The truth was that for decades the jute growing province
had existed ““‘as a hinterland contributing to Calcutta’s prosperity.’”4*

East ‘Bengal was also short. of some other essential commodities, such
as ‘edible oil, sugar-and textiles. Its four sugar factories produced annually
25,000 tons of sugar which was about half its requirement. Its six textiles
mills produced annually 30,000 bales while it required about 250,000.4
Only twelve percent of the industrial establishment that ‘was in existence
in undivided Bengal fell to the share of East Bengal. There were only
7,000 industrial workers on 14 August 1947.4¢

The period that surrounds independence is generally desctibed as “crisis-
ridden’ in official documents. The new government ‘‘inherited the first
major calamity” which befell the province a fortnight before it assumed
power—the floods in Chittapong and Noakhali ‘which  affected 500 square
miles and over half a million people. Hundreds of houses had collapsed
and caftle had been washed away and crops damaged extensively, adding to-
the food problem in the new state. As the flood receded an “‘unprecedented
cyclone™ swept over Cox’s Bazar, the southern-most area of East Bengal

ffecting over 100,000 people.®® Natural disasters like flood and cyclones,.
mﬁ annual alluvial accretion and the loss sustained by erosion in the river
‘mms affected and continued to affect the lives of a considerable number-
‘of people of East Bengal.* qs (
- But the most serious problem for the couniry was ‘the shortage of
cereals. An arey producing about 7.8 million ‘tons and consuming ' about
8 mllhon tons of nce amrually was faced thh a threat of famine at a
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time when the memories of the Great Bengal ‘Famine of 1943 were still
fresh in the minds of the people. East Bengal received only 18,000 tons
of food grains in terms of -rice as -its share of provincal stocks after
partition. There was practically no ' wheat stocks in the province on 15
August 1947. Even Dhaka had not séen bread for four months  prior to
that date.4? The current stock of tice could barely meet two weeks’
requirements. for the  towns that came uander the rationing  system. The
province’s monthly requirements stood 9,000 tons short of the total require-
ment of 39,000 tons. As the . entire ‘tramsport.  system was thrown into
confusion by the migration of Hindu workers, deficit areas remained outside
the reach of 'the food  distribution agencies, though, ironically, it was the
sale of fodstuff that kept the bankrupt provincial gavernment running.*s
Obviously; there was a famine situation developing. As the Bengal
Provincial Krishak Shabha put it in their open letter to both the Govern-
ments of Easts Pakistan and West Bengal :
The food prices have shot up to 30 taka per maund. Rationing had
been introduced for 6 lakh people only. ., As a result Hindus and Muslims
are on whole-sale starvation. The reports of death on account of starva-
tion are on the increase. There has been large scale exodus of people
from the villages to the towas. Over large areas of East, Bengal real
famine has set in'®

III.
Greenough described the entire period that . immediately preceded inde-
pendence as ‘“‘one of disorder and distress.””®® The fact that millions of
people were affected by food shortage, flood, and change of Government
made mdependencc look more like.a new crisis than a new begmmng

When the colonial power left the country it was not the people but largely
the functlonarm .of the state who, took control of the government on
behalf of the emergmg nation. Natxon-bunldmg in East Pakxstan was fraught
with administrative and political problema On August 15, as a government
document put it, “due to whlmslcalmes of division—the Provincial Exchequer
was partlcularly empty and a specnal emissary was flown to Karachi for
succour.”! There. was. also a _problem . of shortage of oﬁ'xcers In the, words
of the offlcnals the begummg of the new state was as follows : >
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Damdam airport near Calcutta. . .As it landed about two dozen passengers-
stepped out. They were senion officers who had opted for Pakistan and
had the experience required for manning some of the key posts in East
Bengal . . . Only one Dakota flight to Dacca sufficed almost to exhaust the
list of officials of that calibre.5®
Even sometime later, Zinkin found an almost non-existent and ‘‘terribly
inefficient’® administration in East Bengal.5?® “Starting from scratch,” “teething
period,” “narrow escapes’ were some of the phrases used to describe the
experiénce of state building in East Pakistan in these years. The' Statesman of
Calcutta, in a review of 9 March, 1948, wrote that “‘few states have began with
an almost empty treasury, as . this one (East Pakistan) did and with a collap-
sed administrative machine.”’® Initially, it was this feeling of helplessness
that characterized the response of the officials wlio were suddenly left to
fend for themselves.

The story was no better in the seat of the Provincial Government either :

Dacca. . . a small district town . . . was called upon suddenly to house mot
only the provincial Government and its vast staff and paraphernalia and
also several central Governmet Departments . . .. The new Government was
a fugitive in its own home. Orders had often to be passed to scraps of
waste paper and messages exchanged on bits of empty cigarette
packets. Typewriters were few and far between. Telephones were a rare
possession, a luxury rather than a convenient instrument of administra-
tion. Officers often acted as their own messengers. There was practically
no furniture.®®
Sometime immediately after independence, the Gazneral Officer Comm-
anding (GOC) of the army in East Pakistan recollected that there were
only two infantry battalions ; one of these had three Muslim companies,
hardly quaiified to be called army. At the headquarters there were no tables,
no chairs, no stationary, not even any maps of East Pakistan. The officers
lived in huts which leaked almost mcessantly during the heavy rains and
durmg the nor’wester the roofs of the huts were sometlmes “blown-off.*® To
a military officer, stationed at Dhaka dunng August 1947 it seemed that
“the Province was in the grip of dlsorder and chaos.” ““The resources,.
offering success against such condltxons.” he further observed ““were now
in sharp contrast, entirely inadequate.”®?
The pohee were, in their own appreciation, as badly off; if not Worse.
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Enforcement of law and maintenance of order continued to remain a respon-
sibility of the police as it was during the Raj. In the General Summary
of the Report on the Police Administration of East Bengal published in 1948,
the Inspector General of Police described the first year of independence as one
of unprecedented stress and strain, It is interesting however that in this
period of initial uncertainty official documents refer to the state affectlonately
as “‘the Child State.”

Political Indepence generated an obvious uncertainty for the state
machinery which sometimes found the ‘‘enthusiasm’’ of the masses unma-
nageably wild. The functionaries perceived the state as a totality of
Governmental functions only, while popular ideas and expectations 'of
government often placed the political ¢lite in a dilemma. On the one hand,
the latter needed and desired the allegiance of the masses, whose expectations
of the new state were sometimes completely utopian. On the other hand,
the state apparatus needed to be consolidated, the structure already in place
being that of the repressive, undemocratic, colonial state.

IV

In the pre-independence days the Muslim League concentrated all its
activities and energy on working towards a separate national identity for
the Muslims of the subcontinent. The Muslim League had a vision of
territorially separate Muslim states as indicated in the Lahore Resolution
of .23 March 1940, but it did not develop any serious critique of the
colonial state mor did it discuss in any of its forums the nature of the
state that was to be. Essentially this nationalism was constituted negatively.5®
Pakistanism became a euphemism for anti-colonialism and anti-Brahminism.5®
The question of a positive statement in regard to what it stood for was
largely evaded. This bas sometimes been justified on grounds of unity
among the rank and file of the Muslim community of the Indo-Pak sub-
continent and of the lack of time and intellectual resource.’® As a result
the leaders of the Muslim League avoided all discussion about programmes
and policies.

Some activists of the League were only conmcerned with their fears
of Hindu domination in an independent united ‘India. Others hoped to
recreate the glones of classical Islamic power. But no group had any clear
conception of -how the state of Pakistan was to beorganised.® Essentially
elitist. in_approach, their principal; goal was to project the interdsts of
certain_social classes as those of the eatire community. They thus played
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up the idea of Islamic solidarity and romanticised to a fantastic degree
Islam’s imperial past ;%2 this in fact was a constant theme in the speeches
and writines of many Muslim League activists. On the eve of independence
a Muslim League leader of an East Bengal district proclaimed : “Muslim
India is going to regain her lost empire.””®® By projecting utopiason to
an idealized primeval past the League tried to organise the intellectual
and moral consent of the Muslims towards its goal of a nation state.

A separate state, when it eventually came, was more of an award
from the British, “a gift of matchless worth’ as the Statesman editorial
on Independence Day put it; rather than a nationhood achieved by prolonged
political struggle against the colonial masters. This consensual nature of
transition from the colonial system was to bear important consequences
for Pakistan. On 15 August, Pakistan retained the vice-regal system.
Jinnah assumed the title of Governor-General and became the President of
the Constituent ASssembly while retaining the post of President of the'Muslim
League. Liaquat Ali Khan, a leader of the UP Muslim League, assumed
the post of the Prime Minister.

A number of prominent Muslim League leaders of Bengal were thrown
overboard by the manner of partition and the evénts that preceded indepen-
dence. H S Suhrawardy, the Chief Minister of pre-partitioned Bengal, once
dislodged from the Muslim League parliamentary party leadership, concentra-
ted all his efforts towards improving the already deteriorating relations
between the Hindus and the Muslims in Bengal. While the fanfare of the
freedom festival was engulfing the riot-torn city of Calcutta, he was helping
‘Gandhi to break his fast in the slum house of a poor Muslim. Fazlul
Hugq, for decades the leader of Bengal Muslims, was licking his wounds
in his Calcutta residence, having been totally outmanoeuvred by Mr Jinnah
in the Muslim League politics of Bengal. Abul Hashim, the secretary of
the Muslim League, who gave the moribund organization a programme and
a provisional manifesto, enthusing young Muslim league students into action;
was also caught in the confusion of partition. He threw his full weight
behind the idea of a sovereign Bengal peddled by Suhrawardy. Unsuccessful
in achieving this objective, he retired to his village home in Bardhaman.
Maulana Bhashani, the President of Assam Muslim League, a leader of the
immigrant Muslim peasants from East Bengal to Assam, and crusader for
the campaign to include Sylhet, an Assam district, in East Pakistan, found
he had no place in the new Muslim League set-up after independence,
and in no time landed himself in the gaol of the Assam Government.
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and Abul Mansur Ahmad stayed back in Calcutta
after the partition of Bengal. Ataur Rahman Khan; Kamruddin Ahmad,
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Muslim League Conference held on 4 May 1947, Umar (ed.), Dalil, p. 19.
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Shamsul Hug—all important Dhaka based Muslim League leaders were busy
measuring theic distance from Ahsan Manjil, the house of the Nawabs of
Dhaka, the new centre of Muslim League power in independent East
Pakistan.®® They were all to play 1mportant roles in oppositional politics
after independence.

Khwaja Nazimuddin and Maulana Akram Khan took charge of the
provincial Pakistan Government and the Muslim Lezgue organization res-
pectively. Sir Frederick Bourne, a former colonial Governor, became the
first Governor of free East Pakistan. Essentially, the Muslim League re-
mained mortgaged to three centres ; to Ahsan Manjil; for its leadership,
to the owner of the daily Azad for its publicity and to the commercial
house of the Ispahanis for its finance.®® In brief this was what the Muslim
League looked like when political power was transferred by the Raj to this
organisation in recognition of its claim to speak for the Muslims of India.

\ 4

Marxist writings too find themselves in an uneasy state when facing
the issue of independence of East Bengal. The Communist movement in
India supported the Muslims’ demand for self-determination while accepting
the claim of the Muslim League to represent the nation.®® But no sooner
diil Pakistan come into being than the Communists were disillusioned. The
relationship between the nationalists and the latter becam® tense and resulted
in a parting of ways. Not only did they part ways they even tried to
destroy each other through armed engagements in which the rallying cry
of the communists was a slogan proclaiming the “‘falsity of this independence.’”
Subsequent interpretations by Marxists of the nature of political independence
in East Bengal bear marks of these early moments of bitterness.

Even years later, some of them were to dismiss the reality of indepen-
dence comparing it to ‘‘Black Mahout - for White elephant”- or ‘“old
wine in a new bottle.”’®” The disillusionment with independence went so
far for some radicals that they likened it to.the coming of the Dark Age.%®
As late as 1971 Dhananjoy Das, a former member of tae Communist
Party of india belonging to the. district branch of Khulna, felt ‘‘ashamed”’

64. Kamruddin Ahmad, Banglar Madhybitter Atmabikash (in Bangla) Vol 2, 1975, p. 90.
The Bengali Muslim gentry’s sense of “bewilderment" atthe partition of Bengal has
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them. See D N Banerjee, East Pakistan (Delhi, 1969), p. 45.
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for havind been a participant in the Independence Day celebrations in August
1947.%°  The recently published autobiography of a Muslim communist of
Ba‘isal does not even have anything to say about how it felt to be around
at the time of independence from British rule.” To many radicals, political
independence was nothing buf a change in the outward from of ruling and a
result of collusion between the British, the Congress and the Muslim League.
As one communist activist wrote once with some sarcasm : “some change
did take place, in place of British police Pakistan police set their camps.”™

Another activist in the communist movement, however, recognised the
support of the Bengali Muslims for Pakistan : *“The demand for Pakistan had
aggressive and active support of the Muslims, at least of East Bengal,” and
added : “Even if it was mistaken or due to a lack of consciousness, the labou-
ring Muslim population of East Bangal accepted Pakistan as something of
their own.”?? This graudging acceptance of popular consciousness as ““true but
mistaken” is also characteristic of Communist literature on Pakistan.

The reactions and expectations of the other important segment of East
Bengal society, the caste Hindus, most of whom were organised under the ba-
nner of the National Congress were also an important element in contributing
to the complexity of East Pakistan politics. Let us start with Lahiry s response
to political independence on 15 August 1947 :

The President of the district Congress committee is, so to say, rather roped

in to hoist the (Pakistani) flag (on 15 August 1947) with the President of

the Muslim League, it seems, only to humiliate the organisation which
stood for the independence of United India ... The Bengal revolu-
tionaries : . . could hardly become hilarious.?®

A sudden sense of defeat, frustration and betrayal gripped the ‘minds
of the upper caste Hindus of Eastern Bengal as soon as Pakistan was created.
One Hindu leader expressed his disenchantment in the following manner :
“Hindus never wanted Pakistan. Pakistan has been thrust upon their unwilling
heads.””’? Gyan Chakrabarty, a veteran communist activist of Dhaka, mentions
that Pakistan was unacceptable to the Hindus right from the beginning, and
a large scale exodus took place immediately after independerice. According
to him ‘almost all ‘government "employess left East Pakistan at this time.”®

In' some places the reactions - of the Hindu- professxonals was 50 bitter. that
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they plundered government property before leaving the country. Ajoy
Bhattacharya mentions that the caste Hindu employees of Sylhet hospital
plundered the hospital’s property and then crossed over to India.”® The:
Hindu clerks and prisoners of Munshiganj sub-jail were reported to have
declined their quota of ‘‘extra ration’ granted to mark the celebration
-of Independence day.’”” The leading class?® in the society of East Pakistan,
-constituted by the upper caste’ Hindus, had turned overanight into political
paupers. Their vigour, hope; enthusiasm and expectation around political
independence, and their pessimism, bitterness and disillusionment in the
event of the partition of Bengal—all the complementary and contradictory
states of feeling experienced by them during those cataclysmic days of 1947
make a remarkable history which is however, bzyond the scope of this paper.”®
Lahiry’s sentiments capture a sense of failure that was to be shared by an
increasing number of upper caste Hindus who had lost their position of social
leadership in spite of being socially and economically’ dominant in East Bengal.
Even the oppressed sections of the Hindu socity, the Scheduled Castes,
threw in their lot with the ‘Muslims of Bengal in the sphere of Constitutional
politics.®°

However, many caste Hindus belonging to various strains of radical

politics in East Bengal decided to stay on and contribute to the political
life of East Pakistan. Troilokya Nath Chakrabarty, being one of them,
writes : '

I decided that T would not leave the country. I should stay on Pakistan,
By sharing the happiness and sufferings of the people of Pakistan I would’
stay omn. This country, East Bengal, is my country . . . why should T leave
this country ?8! '

Like him a good number of communists stayed on only to suffer long

years of incarceration in the gaols of East Pakistan for wishing to' contribute
to the development of secular politics in the country.

There was restlessness in the tribal belts ‘also, where the ethnic minorities,

especially the Garos, felt that the inew state lacked any definite “policy on the
quwtlon of ethnic minorities. Hardly a month ela'pscd bafore a memorandum
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from the Tribal People’s Association of the Partially Excluded Areas of
Mymensingh was submitted to the Prime Minister of Eastern Pakistan.®? The
me.norandum originated from a meeting of the Garos on 24 August
1947 held ‘'at Rangrapara at ‘Haluaghat in Northem Mymensingh. In  the
meeting the tribal people, numbering about 4000, demanded amalgamation
of their territories, consisting of five police stations of Mymensingh, with
the contiguous Assam Province of India.®® The very act of creating new
nation states by -the Raj on the basis of  different nationalities opened
up possibilities also for small ethnic groups to articulate their need for: self
determination. The process of the dismantling of the Raj inspired the tribal
leaders and the people of the Garo Community to organise the Tribal
People’s Association to make such a demand. What made the 'Plain Garos,
as they were known on the Eastern Bengal side, restless was the fear of
a religious state forcing a geographical separation, thanks to the arbitrary
nature of the Radcliffe Award, from sections of their community, who
fell on the Indian side, the Hill Garos. The historical connections between
the two Garos were disrupted by the Partition Award about which they had
not even been consulted. The hopes and fears of the tribals at the time of

political independence introduced issues that have remained ' salient in Bangla-
desh politics even now. ‘

!

VI

The rhetoric of independence, -in fact, becomes still more varied when
we take into account the response of the rural masses on the day of
independence. Tajuddin Ahmed observed that even as night fell and cele-
brations ended, people remained on the streets of Dhaka, many of them
villagers from neighbouring districts, who came to take part in the freedom
festival.®*  Lahiry recorded from Rajshahi that as the day advanced ‘“‘the
rural people in their hundreds and thousands” began to pour into the
town.®® About one hundred thousand people; almost equally Hindus and
Muslims, attended the Independence Day  meeting * at.- Dhaka. [lajuddin
noticed on 15 August that the majority of the people were villagers from
outside the district. Accordmg to him people came from as far as Comitla
and Mymensingh to see "Pakxstan” in its concrete manifestation. As a
nation which lived in its vnllagcs," where geographical mobility was under-
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standably quite limited, it was only the attraction of the idea of freedom,
however conceived, that could bring these villagers in train loads to Dhaka,
the centre of new power. But unfortunately, we do not know much about
‘the “‘street people” who roamed the streets of Dhaka the whole night
Both Hindus and Muslims seem to have attended the functions of the Day
‘without any untoward incident. Amity 'was conspicuous, at least apparently.
throughout the whole country.

But both Tajuddin at Dhaka and Lahiry at Rajshahi were disturbed by
the manner of popular exuberance. The former was pained to see the lack
-of discipline among the people who had gathered to hear the leaders:
they “rushed always without iaking seats.”’*” This was not the only act
-of “indiscipline’” psople indulged in: in the words of Lahiry nobody even
-cared to ‘“‘get himself booked for the trains.”’%® Tajuddin also noticed
that the people who came to Dhaka ‘‘had to. pay no train fare.”” All
this was disappointing to middle-class nationalist leaders.

There were other instances of indiscipline also. A  government xeport
mentions that 83 prisoners escaped from Munshinganj Sub-jail on 11
September 1947. They expected to be set free on Independence Day.®’
The advent of independence was perceived by some other prisoners #s an
-opportunity for release and subsequent self-improvement. An Azad report
-on 14 September 1947 said :

Almost all prisoners of Dhaka central jail are on hunger strike. These

prisoners prayed for release on the occasion of independence. They

appealed to the Quaid-e-Azam and Khwaja Nazimuddin for release,

so that an opportunily is given to them to purify their character.’®
Independence was also widely perceived as an occasion for the abolition
of the police and state institutions associated with the Raj. “Now that
Pakistan has been achieved, should there still be police, courts and Kutcheries,
-soldiers and sentries, Jails and lockups.”” Ataur Rahman Khan, a district level
Muslim League leader was asked by an elderly villager. Khan replied “Why
not ? How could you protect the State without these institutions ?”” With
a sigh the bewildered old man said, “then what kind of Pakistan [have
we got] ? Change the name please. You will name it Pakistan [yet] allow
sins and corruption to exist.”’® :

The colonial institutions of the State, especially the police and the
judiciary, were perceived by this old man as being at odds with his notion
of independence. Of course, there were reasons for this kind of response.
““The whole procedures of plaint, pleas, peons; and witnesses,”” as Palit
has written, “was indeed prohibitive for the poor, due to expense, delay,
‘87. Diary entry on 14 August 1947, in Umar (ed) Dalil.
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harassment and formality of a written presentation.’’?? As Bhattacharyya
has observed in the context of tribal peasant rebellions in Mymensingh-
quite often the peasants lost their lands through court cases.’® But the
problem was not limited to tribal peasants only ; the Muslim peasants lost
‘huge amounts of money in litigations over land disputes.®® Writing about
the condition of the peasants of Bengal delta during the first decades of
this century, Panandikar observed that a large part of the profits from
agriculture “°has been wasted away in litigation.”*® Immediately after indepen-
dence Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and Naimuddin Ahmed resented that the
agriculturists were turned into street beggars through the machinations of
the colonial law courts.”® Even the Floud Commission took mnote of this
fact in 1940 that many share croppers lost their lands to court cases.®’
Disadvantaged people appear to have had little confidence in the courts.
Jitu Santhal, the leader of a ftribal uprisings in Malda in the early 30,
said of the ‘“English Raj” that it was “oppressnve" ““bichar cannot be
obtained in government courts,””?® :

The other institution associated with the administration of justice, the
police, was equally feared. Tslam mentions that “the people [of Badarpur
in Dhaka district] were terribly afraid of police.” Before independence
the sight of the red turban [Police wore a red turban during the Rajk
made people flee into the paddy fields and bushes nearby.*® In the opinion
of the East Bengal Police commitiee, ‘At no time, during nearly half a
century that preceded the Partition did the police secure the confidence
of the pzople ®® As the police, ill paid, corrupt and cruel, tended to be
universally unpopular and remained the wvisible symbol of alien oppression
during the Raj.”!%" the political dream of the old peasant, mentioned
earlier, was that such institutions be abolished.

The ordinary Muslim peasant often conceptualised Pakistan as a new
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moral community, when ethics of reciprocity and justice would dominate
social life. Oppressed for ages by socially superior classes and by members
of the colomial state, they invested the name ‘“Pakistan” with a sense of
sacredness. As a popular poet wrote :

Always speak the truth

In the land of Pakistan.

‘Everything is pure in Pakistan,

Food and speech, all aspects of life.

Falsehood and bad deeds

Must be shunned.02

The oppression that the Muslim peasantry had traditionally suffered

had, as is well known, both a class and an ethnic/religious side to it. Money-
lenders and zamindars were mostly Hindus. In 1947, out of 2237 large
land holders in Bzngal only 358 were Muslims. 1 The moneylenders, mostly
from Banik ‘and Teli ¢ castes, were percewed to be oppressors by the debtor
Muslim peasant§ who constituted almost 90 percent of the peasantry in
debt. 19 The rate of interest varied’ wxdely between 12 to 280 percent or
even higher.1% In the early part of ‘the century real indebtedness among the
peasantry ‘was much greater than 'the’ following figure quoted by Panan-
dikar. He calculated that families occupying 185,869 out of 391,894 homes-
tead ‘plots were in debt and the total amounted to 4 1/3 lakhs. In Faridpur
the total debt estimated to 230 lakhs was in fact Rs 11 per head, or roughly
one-fiftht 'of the annual incoms’ of the housgholds.?®® The total amount of
debt in 1937, 'which stood at Rs '49 crore, involved four lakh cases before
the Arbitration 'Board.1%? Added to this was the exaction through
abwabs by the zamindars and their agents. Annual levies for the pur-
pose of covering costs of 'collection “and for the upkeep of the landlord’s
agents ‘were exacted, apart'from the rent, from the ' tenants. Special
abwabs like Khalbandi (embankments) Dakhila Kharach (rent collection
expenses) Pol "Kharach (bridge ' expenses) Dak Kharach (postal = expenses)
Bhandari o Kharach (market> expenses), maintenance of schools, dispensaries,
temples, ¢ Sadiana - (marriage ‘expenses of the landlord’s household) 'and
finally Bagar' (unpaid labour) ‘were also’ collected. 'Sumnptuary taxes from’
Rs 110 to 25 for the permission to use palanquin, - Rs 20 to 40 for the’
use of large umbreilas or’an elephant “and'to dxg tanks were 1mposed o
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In some districts like Barisal the abwabs constituted about one-fourth, and
even more, of the rental,19°
What was most resented by the Muslim peasants were all the feudal
forms of oppression, illegal evictions, fortuitous fires, and demolition of the
homesteads by the zamindar's men—that were inflicted -on them when they
were late to pay rent or for being recalcitrant and rebellious. Islam mentions
that in Badarpur for violations ot the law, an ordinary farmer would be beaten
with a cane or shoes, whereas relatively powerful ones were only fined.
This type of discrimination, as well as the  ignominous punishment of
being beaten with a cane or shoes, infuriated. the Muslim villagers and
they began to express their discontent with the Hindu zamindars.*'® About
Muslim peasants of Jagathpur, a village in Narail  subdivision of Jessore
district, Siddiqui brings out the stark social dlscnmmauon practlsed by the
Hindu landowners towards the former :
Among the seven_gantidars (Jotedars) who among themselves owned the
entire village land only one was a Muslim (and: that. too. a petty
gantxdar) . The majority of; the Muslims were employed as ‘wage
labourers and sharc-croppurs in Hindu,owned land. This together with the
prevailing mterpretatlon of Hinduism which downgraded both Muslims
(as converts from low caste Hindus) and manual labour; made the Muslims
of the village objects of various forms of social discrimination ; they were
called ‘chotolok’ (lowly,_people) openly ; even the young children of
the gaatidars would . address elderly Muslim ; peasants by their first
names (which is a sngn,of _disrespect). If a Mus_hm peasant visited the
. house of a Hindu,; he would be offered at best a gunny bag to sit on;
ot o Muslim passed by the house of a Brabmin, water and cowdung:
would be sprinkled for punflcatxon of the polluted place.
Slddxqul also mentions that, elderly villagers still. recall an incident of .
1940 when a small Muslim . boy of a poor peasant family was tied up and.
detamed for 24, hours .by a Hindu gantidar - for ;having . tresspassed into:
his mango: gardens. .*'! In fact, tenants .of all. categories: had ' to:sit on
the floor, mats or wooden .benches ; many zamindars. even. did: not allow
their tenants to. wear, shogs within  their cukchgries (office -of the -landlord)
or;ride, horses or elephants, within, the, jurisdiction of the’ estate. Some'
even did . not allow, their -tenants to, dig, ponds or.iwells or construct
brickbuilt houses on their holdings. The slaughtering of cows by Muslim
peasants .U was (often- not: allowed | by Hindu 'zamindars.3 " While * Abul,”
Manstr A’hmé:d ‘2 ‘Muslim™ nationalist leader and ot‘h?rs commg fr
a hlghcr economu, strata, recollect with some. pnﬁc:rncss the, soqbq.l dis-
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crimination they faced from the Hindu zamindars and upper caste Hinds

in their early life, the extent of social oppression of the poor Muslim

peasants can only be guessed.!'® Both Islam and Siddiqui conclude that it
was these circumstances that paved the way for separatist politics in rural

East Bengal.

Millenarian themes were deli beratcly emphasised in the attempts made
to popularise the idea of “Pakistan.”” Spokesmen of the idea called for the
abolition of brothels, alcoholic beverages and gambling, and drew on Islam to
justify their stand.!¢ Slogans promising ‘“Land to the tiller” and “End of
moneylendig” were a regular feature of Muslim League meetings and
processions.’!® [t is ‘said that once when some Calcutta labours told Jinnah
that *‘they (Hindu Leaders) say Pakistan will be for the rich, not for the
poor” he retorted by ‘saying, “If the British left and that area (Bengal)
did not become Pakistan, then the Hindus would never allow us to make
any laws to fr2e the Muslims from the yoke of Zamindars.”'!!®

In a public'meeting in Chlttagong, Nazimuddin pledged o4 | 3 Paklstan
is achieved your sons will be ‘Munshifs, their sons will become Magnstrates,
Deputies, and Darogas. 117 “When' Pakistan was established,” recollected
Ayub Khan who was stationed in Dhaka immediately after independence,
“they (‘people) thought they will have no problem in life.””?® ft is therefore
not ' surprising that soon after East ‘Pakistan' was born the leaders of the
weaving community, jolas, should petition the government requesting a new
social appellation and ' a rise in social status. They saw the demand as legi-
timate in the context of political ‘independence.’?? \

Pakistan was achieved in the midst of huge peasant uprisings : the
historic febhaga or share croppers, struggle and movement for the abolition
of tanka and nankar forms of rent. Most of the areas of erstwhile Eastern
Bengal and part of “Assam, mainly the Sylhet district, were in' the grip
of peasant movements of variable intensity and nature in the decade that
preceded political independence. All these movements originated in the
preindependence socio-political situation of East Pakistan. Most impoitant
of ali was the share-croppers’ struggle, popularly know as the Tebhagar
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their lives in their struggle for the abolition of the tanka system.13*

The nankar rebellion on the other hand was primarily aimed at abolishing
the system of service tenure. In this system a tenant of an acre of land
had to ““give” five to seven days of unpaid physical labour every month
to the household of the landowner, apart from a requirement to be at
the landowner’s beck and call. The tenant also had no right in the nankar
land.’3% The daily assignment was usually very heavy requiring the members
of the mankar family to pull together, while the nankar’s own plot, usually
too small to provide a livelihood for his family over the year, was poorly
tended, which reduced its yield. Corporal punishment was common for
not -turning up to work for the landlord, :and additional tasks were given
to make up for lost time. Not only that, mankars were forced to carry
out the order of the landlord to  discipline incalcitrant members of the
section. Very often young daughters and wives of the nankars were sexually
exploited by landlords and by the male members of the landlord’s family,
for which  there was no remedy excepting individual and/or ' collective
resistance. The cost of this kind of resistance was always very high, ranging
from eviction to murder by goondas of the zamindars, acts  sometimes
carried, out with the help from police. The struggle against this ‘““barbarous’
system engulfed almost half of Sylhet district during 1946 and the first
half of 1947. Ten percent of the three million people of | that dlstnct
extended their active support to the struggle.'3®
‘ With attainment of political independence, however, the struggles of
the peasants around “land and rent” .questions were lulled and eventually
suspended The promise of independence and the partition of Bengal was
seen by Communist activists as reasons for the peasants’ retreat from the
confrontation with the landlords and the functionaries of the state. Peasant
activists and the members of the Krishak Sabha believed that the continuation:
of the struggle was unnecessary in the changed political circumstance. They
expected that their demands would be accepted by the nationalist leadership-
when. pohtlcal power was transferred to ,the latter. [Even recent. writing
on the share croppers’ struggles testrﬁes to thrs Cooper believes that, such
expectatxons weakened the tebhaga agntatlon ad T bat " 9ot

Muslim League leadership had pubhcly commltted themselves to. the:
abohtxon of zamindari, and other agrarian reforms. Some prominent regional
leaders themselves contributed to the heightening  of expecta‘tlons‘ on the
part of the peasants. Giasuddin Pathan, a prominent League 1eader of
Mymemsingh, is said to have told the Muslim sha.recroppers who were
involved in the struggle under the organisation and leadership of the Krishak
134. Promatha Gupta, Muktijudhey Adibashi (Calcutta, 1982), pp. 50, 127.

135. Cross 'Roads, 1 Sept. 1950, As cited in Yu V ‘Gankovosky and L R Gordon

Polonskya, A History of Pakistan (Lahore, n. d.), p. 141.
136. Ajoy Bhattacharya, Nankar Bidroho, Vol. ii Dhaka, p. 234 ;
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Sabha that they, should not waste time ~and efforts for “tebhaga’ now
that Pakistan was in the offing, they would get ‘‘chaubhaga’—all four quarters
of the produce. According to Moni Singh, the aforementioned leader of
the Hajong rebellion in Mymensingh, this worked like magic. ‘‘The peasants
returned. the paddy they had seized from the landlords.”}*® The Muslim
League, in - fact, took some steps: towards 'meeting the demands of the
-sharecroppers:which suggested sanction for rural change. '

On 22 January 1947, the B:ngal Bargadar’s Bill ‘which) promlsod to
introduce shortly the tebhagha system throughout the province was published
in the Calcutta Gazette. This announcement e&”ectxyely dampened the agitation.
Although reaction varied, the promise of legislation took the wind out
of the sail of the movement.!*® The Sharecroppers Bill acted as a kind
of catalyst in agrarian relations, arousing both fears and . hopes about
imminent, changes of importance.. The Bill enhanced -the image .of  the
Muslim . Leaguq Government. especially among- the Muslim, peasants, though:
nothmg was done towards translating the Bill jinto regulation. It is;even
said that 1mportant provincial Muslim: League leaders like Khwaja Nazimuddin
went about prxvately assurmg the landlords  that jtheir .interests, would be
protected 149 The prospect of haying ' a national  government -also - put:-a
brake on the ongoing Nankar rebellion in the. Sylhet. district.. dmportant
activists,, like Ajoy Bhattacharya admitted  that: the ordinary Muslim masses
of Sylhet expected that nankar problems would be solved amicably. if the
latter supported Paklstan 141

The same prospect created frustration among the Hmdu nankars. 1 The
situation was further comphcated by the upper caste Hindus’ hurried migration
to India after Pakistan_was achieved. Whatever little support. that came
from the former had disappeared.!*2 Haji Muhammad Danesh, one of the
prominent krishak sabha actiyists, said that Hindus feared that in Pakistan,
the land of the Mushms. they would be helpless.*? A clear. distinction
emerged on . the questron of j Jommg with Pakistan or India during the Sylhet,
Referendum among the Hindu and Mushm nankars, which, stopped. just
short of . communal wolcnce Addqd to thxs, the _partition of Karimganj,
sub-dmsxon, one of the nnportant centres of the mbelhon, createcL uncertamty\
,about t(re future o£ the rebelhon 144
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remarkable that the Muslim peasants, unlike ‘their Hindu brethren, did
not leave the country. A’ Swadhinata réport noted :  “Pakistan has been
achieved. The Muslims expected the prices of commodities to come down .
They are not particularly worried about resisting famines. They are not
deserting their home either.”'% Abdus Shahid, a political activist of the
time, also Tecollects how political independence and confidence in the national
leadership combined to give hope to many who otherwise faced the prospect
of dn - impending famine.4® A’ rural poét from Chittagong sang on the
attainment of political independence :

In the imperialist oppression of 1943

Million lives were lost,

Let ‘us found a Kingdom of peace

In our free state, ending famines once for all.4?
Ever since the 1937 elections, Muslim leaders had always painted the future-
‘“Homeland ‘for ‘the Muslim’ ‘as"a land where the poor peasants’ dream
of “two square meals ‘a day” would come true.M® In the context of “post
disaster’ utopxa” after the Great Famine, avallabxlhty of rice 'to sustam
oneself became “the symbol “of fulfilment. According to Greenough, to many-
peasants ‘rice signified independence.!®® The TLeague  activists adapted their-
political ‘propaganda “to these conecrete grievances of local populatlons The
optimism 'of the ordinary Muslim peasants and their expectatxons of Pakistan
no doubt reflected the presefice of nationalist sentiments among sect:ons-
of East Pakistan society. Given the nature of this society and its politics-
at ‘their time however, natiofnalism would have becn by and large an ehtnst
sentiment. 'For, ‘with dearth and famine around the corner, natlonahsm
would 'have been only one among many contradlctory forces unpelhng the
poor to action.®0 '

“Islam ‘itself and the notion of egahtanamsm"‘1 mherent in lsla.m be.ame

a very important force, especlally when the opprcssors were seen as belongmg
to’ the ‘hierarchical Hindu' ‘rehglon Islam' was $0 1mpottant in the day to-
day' politics of those days that'even secular demands were tmged by téliglous
nationalism. The nascent - BEngah hnguistlc nationalism of t thc 1950s also
drew many of its metaphors and concepts from ‘the 1d10m and mstltutlon
of Islam. The earliest writings of the genre ‘while making a critique of -
the new state, still projected a vyision of a just society as had been achieved.
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under Omar, the second Caliph : “When shall we get an ideal ruler like
Hazrat Omar, when the era of the Four Caliphs will come back !*153

The Muslim League propaganda acquired such popular response because
it merged with pre-existing religious loyalties among the Muslim peasants,15%
The League operated through customary forms of sociability, such as the
Jumma prayers, milad sharifs, waj mahfils, and eid prayers. Thus, by politiciz-
ing this associational life, the League managed to transform traditional
loyalties into a political movement that expressed itself occasionally through
communal strife and expressive separatist symbols.13¢

This in brief was the context in which the beliefs, practices and goals
of the masses of Muslims of Bengal contributed towards the struggle for
a separate homeland for themselves. Any attempt to understand the
disenchantment with the Muslim League after independence has to take

into account the initial hopes and expectations that brought the League
into power in the first place.
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