Bhashani: the man that was — Afzal Khan
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A nationalist to the core, Bhashani did not accept Indian hegemony after the establishment of Bangladesh which was hastened by the intervention of the Indian army in 1971

Thirty years ago, on this day, died Maulana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhashani (1880-1976), one of sub-continent’s most volatile but colourful personalities. He lies buried in Santosh, Bangladesh, where he had set up a university.

Bhashani’s tempestuous political career spanned over seven decades. Cast in the mould of down-to-earth personalities like Maulana Hasrat Mohani, Bhashani was among many of the leaders of our independence movement whose services to the cause of freedom and the underprivileged masses largely remain unrecognised or grossly misrepresented.

Bhashani was one of the most astute, clever and shrewd politicians of his time, a fiery orator steeped in peasant wisdom and dedicated to the emancipation and uplift of the peasantry. He was in the forefront of the Pakistan movement, alternating as president of Muslim League in Assam and Bangal and won referendum for accession of Sylhet (Assam) to Pakistan.

He was also the builder of politics of democratic opposition in the post-partition era and on June 24, 1949, founded the first viable opposition party — the East Pakistan Awami Muslim League (EPAML). He remained a central figure and both a maker and shaker of events, particularly during the most turbulent phase in East Pakistani politics, before and after 1971.

The EPAML was a reaction to the machinations of the Muslim League establishment under Nawabzada Liaquat Ali Khan and Khaleequz Zaman who, in complicity with Nawabs of Dhaka and the Bengali aristocracy worked to vilify and marginalise authentic Bengali leaders and top figures of Pakistan movement like Hussain Shaheed Suharwardy, Maulvi Fazlul Haq, the mover of Lahore Resolution and 

Bhashani. They were branded as traitors. Liaquat called Suharwady a “mad dog let loose by India”.

Neither Bhashani nor Suharwardy immediately returned to Pakistan after partition to claim their share in power. Bhashani remained in Assam to protect Bengali settlers against persecution and expulsion while Suharwardy stayed in Calcutta as the prime minister of undivided Bengal to stop the terrible Hindu-Muslim bloodbath. On his return, Suharwardy was divested of the membership of the Constituent Assembly and banned from addressing any public rally. Bhashani’s election to the provincial assembly in a by-election was annulled by the governor who also disqualified him until 1950. Thus every trick in the book was used to derail the growth of democracy in the formative years of Pakistan.

In the 1954 provincial election, Bhashani, along with Suharwardy and Fazlul Haq, formed a United Front of six political parties that won a landslide victory nearly obliterating the Muslim League which could secure only seven seats in the 300-member assembly. This time the Ghulam Mohammad-Ayub-Sikandar Mirza axis conspired to nullify popular mandate and dismissed the Fazlul Haq government on sedition charges for asserting East Pakistan’s demand for provincial autonomy. The die was cast for the disintegration of Pakistan.

A nationalist to the core, Bhashani did not accept Indian hegemony after the establishment of Bangladesh which was hastened by the intervention of the Indian army in 1971. Bhashani had slipped to Calcutta when the Pakistan army struck on March 25, 1971. The Indians, however, never trusted him. He was taken to New Delhi and confined. 

When he returned to an independent Bangladesh in January 1972, Bhashani immediately called for the withdrawal of Indian troops, led a protest demonstration on border with India against its Farraka Barrage project, launched a hunger strike after the 1973 elections to protest against the food crisis, price hike, and deteriorating law and order situation. In 1974 he founded Hukumat-e-Rabbania order and declared a jihad or holy war against the Awami League government and Indo-Soviet over-lordship. In April 1974 a 6-party united front was formed under Bhashani’s. He breathed his last in 1976 at the age of 96.

Born in 1880 in Sirajganj district, Maulana Bhashani was a self-educated person somewhat polished by Deoband and inspired by association with Shaikhul Hind Mahmood Hasan, Maulana Mohammad Ali Johar and other progressive Islamic thinkers. A devout Muslim and acknowledged as a Pir by the Bengali peasants, he pursued secular ideals throughout his life. He began his political career by mobilising the people of Bhasan Jar to build dykes and save the area from perennial floods. The residents lovingly called him ‘Bhasani Sahib’ in gratitude. He actively took part in the Khilafat Movement, the first popular Muslim upheaval that aroused the Muslims of India to a collective action. He joined the All India Muslim League in 1930, organised it in Assam and Bengal, alternating as president of its chapters in the two provinces.

Of his total 96 years of age, Bhashani spent 33 in jail where he had extensive interaction with nationalists and communists who disciplined and deepened his thinking and introduced him to socialist ideas which he found in harmony with his own lifelong struggle for social justice and austere lifestyle. It helped him adopt a secular view of politics. His opponents often called him “Red Mullah”.

He parted ways with Suharwardy who as prime minister succumbed to pressure from religious lobbies to support separate electorate, accept parity, abandon much of the demands for provincial autonomy and adopt pro-American policies in 1956-57. Thus the National Awami Party (NAP) was born in 1957 at the Kagmari convention of progressive, leftist and nationalist elements from across Pakistan. Bhashani spent five years in jail after Ayub took over in 1958, joined mainstream leaders to persuade Fatima Jinna to challenge Ayub in presidential elections in 1964 but lowered his participation in the campaign, reportedly, when Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto convinced him that the Americans and reactionary forces had hijacked it.

During the run-up to the 1970 elections, Bhashani’s NAP was regarded as the only credible challenge to Mujib’s Awami League. His interview on PTV, as part of a series with political leaders, was widely acknowledged as one of the most outstanding and a brilliant review of national political situation. 

Yahya also began a series of meetings with top political leaders. Bhashani gave him the most sensible advice which could have saved the country. “You have unilaterally resolved two of the three most explosive national issues — parity and one unit. You should 

also decide the issue of provincial autonomy, “ he told Yahya adding: “A failure to do that would handle Mujib his most lethal weapon to sweep the elections on the basis of 6-point programme. If I have to confront him, I would have to go one step further.”

Yahya did not pay any heed. On December 12, a tidal wave more than 30 feet high, lashed by cyclonic winds of 120 miles per hour, blasted five coastal districts of East Pakistan. It was termed as the most terrible catastrophe in modern history that killed about one million people. Yahya Khan was in China at that time. On his return, he briefly stopped over in Dhaka and did not bother to visit the affected areas.

While international aid poured in, the military junta virtually remained unmoved. Mujib flew back from Karachi to the affected areas, as did Bhashani. While Mujib exploited the federal government’s apathy to the hilt to sway Bengali votes, Bhashani announced his boycott of the elections and true to his words, said: “Assalam-’o-alaikum” to Pakistan for whose creation he had toiled so hard. If one were to single out one last cause of the disintegration of Pakistan, the cyclone and not even the military operation stands out.
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