


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Muzaffar Ahmad had followed Roy's directions. In 1924 he got arrested for
Cawnpore Conspiracy Case.23 Government of India was strictly against
any communist activity and therefore arrested Muzaffar Ahmad and others
like Sawkat Usmani and Sripath Amrita Dange only because of their
association with The Communist Internationale. In fact, there was no such
conspiracy to overthrow the British government in India or any plan for
sabotage.24 There was, of course, direction by the fifth Congress of the
Communist Internationale in 1924 that the Indian Communists should
reorganize the trade union movement "on a class basis and purge it of all
alien elements.”25 Although the Congress did not want to emphasize class
conflict, neither did it want to encourage the communist direction, several
conspiracy cases were instituted against communist elements during and
after the non-co-operation movement.20 Muzaffar Ahmad was first charged
of involvement in the Peshawar Communist Conspiracy Case in 1922 but
was later retreived.27 He was then arrested in May 1923 on suspicion of
conspiring against the British government and then again in April 1924. He
was released in September 1925 on medical grounds. Towards the end of

the 1920's many

23. Muzaffar Ahmad, Amar Jibon O Bharatiya Communist Party, Op. cit.
pp- 73-74.

24. Ibid. pp. 73-74. S.A. Dange was from Bombay, and Shawkat Usmani was
from the Uttar Pradesh.

25.  Sankar Ghose, Op. cit. pp. 299-300.

26. Ibid. p. 300.

27. Dictionary of National Biography. op.cit. p. 25.
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strikes took place in some of the big cities of India, particularly in Bombay
and Calcutta.28 World wide economic depression was going on. Peasants,
workers of mills and factories, dock workers and labours were involved in
such strikes. The then Viceroy, Lord Irwin believed that those strikes were
instigated and promoted by the communists from abroad.2% In March 1929
the government arrested several communists to trial in a case which came to
be known as the Meerut Conspiracy Case. Muzaffar Ahmad, Shawkat
Usmani, S.A. Dange, Philip Spratt and Benjamin Francis Bradley were
brought on change of overthrowing the capitalist and imperialist power in
British India.30 There was "red scare" in India about the Communists as in
other capitalist countries of the world as in the United States under President
McCarthy. It was from his time that Muzaffar Ahmad became known to the
Bengalis as one of the leading figures of the communist movement in India.

He was released in 1936.

Spread of communist ideas in Bengal in the 1930's was a significant

aspect in a society which was still then very much feudalistic. India was not

28.  Sankar Ghose, Op. Cit. pp. 448 - 449.

29.  Sankar Ghose, Ibid. pp. 448-449.

30. C.H. Philips, et.al. The Evolution of India and Pakistan 1858 to 1947.
Select Documents, London, 1962. p. 201. The British Government passed
the Public Safety Ordinance in 1929 introduced under the Governor
General's special power. See, Ibid. pp. 258 - 263 about the charges made

against those arrested and the judgement of the case.
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a capitalist country yet and therefore, an obvious question arose regarding
the logic behind preaching Marxism in a semi-feudal society like India. The
role of the bourgeoisie in India as in other countries was similar, only in
India the bourgeoisie was mostly the zamindars who protected their
interests. Gandhi, who had led the nationalist movement was not much in
favour of the proletariat as such. Congress was very much dependent on
financial assistance of the the mill owners and capitalists. Besides, India
was divided by castes, religion and culture. With such a diverse background,
India, in a colonial state seemed too unrealistic a country for application of
Marxist theory. Even though Lenin had bypassed Marxist theory by
successfully carrying out the Bolshevik revolution in Russia in 1917 it was
almost like importing Lenin's theory and applying it to India. Trotsky's idea
of "exporting revolution to other parts of the world", particularly those under
colonial rule, was applied in India by the communists but it was M.N. Roy

who mainly guided and directed them in forming the communist strategy in
India at various times. In Bengal, particularly, extreme ideas always
attracted the younger generation. A large number of educated youths in
Bengal were involved in terrorist movement since early twentieth century.
Communist ideas were considered extreme in Bengal. As the terrorist
movement began to die out by the mid - 1930's due to government
repressions through various acts, communism began to get spread among the
youths as an alternative driving force to change the fate of the nation. To
them ideas of communism was associated with liberal thought of the west.
Religious tolerance and secularism were also significant aspects associated

with communism and very much relevant to contemporary politics in India.
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Although attempts of establishing the demands and rights of the peasants
and workers had started by the early 1920's such attempts were
comparatively very slow and insignificant because India was under
imperialist rule. Ideas of communism and secularism, however, attracted
large number of youths in India but very few Muslims got interested. Anti-
god and anti - religious aspect of communism, risk of losing government
jobs were reasons which shuddered them from joining the communist party.
Besides, most Muslims, particularly in Bengal were poor peasants. Socio-
economic structure in India was almost similar to that in Russia. Proletariat
in Marxist term were industrial workers. Russia was a purely agricultural
country before the Bolshevik revolution took place. But Lenin had mobilized
the peasants, the war - affected soldiers and the workers together. In Bengal,
to mobilize the proletariat meant mobilizing the peasants which was difficult
to do on communist lines. Besides, the existence of Krishak Samities and

the Krishak Proja Party in Bengal had lessened the significance of
communist propaganda among large majoirty of population in the province.
The Bengal Tenancy Amendment Acts between the years 1938 and 1940
had to a great extent fulfilled the demands of the peasants. However,
communist ideology was getting popular among those who held radical
views to change the society. Muzaffar Ahmad and Kazi Nazrul Islam were
the two prominent Muslims in the 1930's and the 1940's who attempted to
propagate the ideals of communism, equality, secularism and humanism. In
the decades when most Muslims were drawn towards political separatism

their views in respect of society, religion and politics set a very radical trend.
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Fear of domination by the Hindu majority led to the growth of Muslim
separatist movement. The "two -nation” theory of the Muslim League was
made popular in the 1940's to such extent that partition of India, had become
inevitable. The Communists of India, though secular in ideological sense,
supported the demand for a separate homeland for the Muslim on principle
of self-determination. In the 1940's the Communists had developed a
multinational theory. They asserted that each nationality should have the
right to secede from the Indian Union.31 They, therefore, supported the
Muslim League's demand for Pakistan. In 1944 M.N. Roy prepared a draft
constitution on behalf of his party then named the Radical Democratic Party,
in which he proposed a federal state where the units of the federation would
be "autonomous".32 Roy and the Communist Party of India had supported
the British war effort because to them, it was a war against fascism.33
Gandhi and the Indian national Congress had started the 'Quit India’
movement in 1942, which the members of the CPI had opposed and it was
on this issue that the CPI broke off with the Congress Socialist Party (The
CSP).34 However, as the CPI had switched to the "peoples' war" line in

1941 and supported the right of various "nationalities" of India on grounds

31.  Sankar Ghose, Op. Cit. p. 194.
32. Nirmal Chandra Bhattacharyya, Social and Political Ideas of M.N. Roy,
Calcutta, 1980. pp. 50-51.

33.  Sankar Ghose, Op. Cit. pp. 423, 462 - 463.

34. Sankar Ghose, Op. Cit. pp. 256 - 257. The CPI was a small and
determined group within the CSP between 1935 and 1941. Also see,
J. Patrick Haithcox, "Left wing unity and the Indian Nationalist Movement:
M.N. Roy and the Congress Socialist Party", Modern Asian Studies,Vol.3,
Cambridge University Press, 1969. pp. 21-49.
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of separate language, culture and tradition to form separate states, the party
and its members came in direct conflict with the ideology of the Congress
and 1in the years after partition the Communist Party of India had to pay the
price for it.35 In March 1948 Kiron Sankar Roy, the minister of Bengal had
ordered the police to seize arms from the Communists under the Public
Safety Act, and banned the party in Bengal. Official newspapers of the party
in West Bengal, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh were also banned and prominent
leaders like S.A. Dange, Jyoti Basu and Muzaffar Ahmad were arrested.36

In Bengal, Muzaffar Ahmad had become a well-known communist
figure after the Meerut Conspiracy Case Trial in 1929. The tnal had
countrywide political significance.37 The Communist Party of India also
changed its strategy in the mid - 1930's. The British government had banned
the party in July 1934. In 1936 the party direction was to join the Congress
Socialist Party following the policy of the United Front against

35.  See, Sankar Ghose, Socialism and Communism in India, Calcutta, 1971.
pp.315-316.

36.  Sankar Ghose, Op. Cit. p. 466.

37. See, C.H. Philips (ed.) Select Documents on the History of India and
Pakistan, Vol. IV. The Evolution of India and Pakistan. London, 1962.
pp. 258 - 263.
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imperialism.38 However, by December 1939, there was strained relation
between the CPI and the CSP leaders. The Communist Party of India had
adopted the policy of taking up the leadership of the socialist movement by

capturing important posts in the Indian National Congress, the All India
Trade Union Congress, the All India Kisan Sabha and the Students'
Federation.39 In 1940 the Congress Socialist Party therefore, expelled the
communists. From 1940 onwards the CPI took different strategy from that
of the CSP and The Indian National Congress. World War II had started in
1939 and the Communist Party of India's decision was to support the British
war effort. Later, in the mid - 1940's, the party supported self -

determination of states.

Muzaffar Ahmad's role in Bengal, as a Communist leader in the
backdrop of the international communist strategyﬁéd by the Comintern in
Russia on the one hand and by M.N. Roy, on the other. Particularly the late
1930's was mostly restricted to meetings and the preaching of communist
ideology in the agrarian sector and among the trade unions. In 1938 he
attended meetings, mainly agran'an; in Dinajpur, where he spoke against
imperialism and capitalism40 Kalipada Sen, another Communist leader

from Calcutta was also present in this meeting. The government accused

38.  See, Gene D. Overstreet and Marshall Windmiller, Communism in India,
California, 1959. pp. 155-156. Also sce, Sankar Ghose, Secialism and
Communism in India, Op. Cit. pp. 312 -313.

39.  Sankar Ghose, Socialism and Communism in India, Op.Cit. p. 313.

40. L/P+J/S/142, Bengal Governor's Report. Confidential : Review of
events in Bengal for the fortnight of February, 1938. Public and
Judicial Department.
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them of inciting the agricultural population and attempting to indoctrinate
them towards communism.41 It is essential to note that these meetings were
directed against landlords and against British impernalism but did not
consider matters like distribution of Khas mahal or collection of rent by
zamindars.#2  The members of the Communist Party wanted to treat
peasants as part of the proletariat, but there was a basic controversy whether
they could be treated as proletariat in the strictest Marxist sense. However,
in Bengal, as in other parts of India, most communists and socialists
belonged to upper - class and basically the bourgeoisie. They were more
attracted to the Communist ideology and were mostly active in preaching it
rather than putting it into practice. Whereas, the Krishak Proja Party in
Bengal, though a short - lived party and formed as an alternative political
platform to contest the 1936 elections, had fulfilled most of its election
pledges concerning the Krishak and the Proja. Communist activities
among the workers was mainly restricted to the Trade Union Congress
which worked in alliance with the nationalist political movement in India. 43
The Trade Union Congress controlled by the Communist Party of India was
banned in 1934. The Meerut Conspiracy Case judgement in January 1933
had provided transportation for life for Muzaffar Ahmad. Communist

41.  Ibid.
42.  Ibid.
43.  Sankar Ghose, Socialism and Communism in India. Op.Cit. p. 60.
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leaders had 4o remian underground for most of their working life and
Muzaffar Ahmad was no exception. The Meerut Case had brought him
popularity and respect as a Communist worker among the younger
generation in Bengal. The Communists in India were in favour of the Allied
powers in their war against fascism, but had to face opponents inside the
country. There had been clashes between the Communists and the Muslim
League in Eastern Bengal, in Calcutta and in the industrial areas between
the Communists and the Congress workers.44 The Communists recruited
volunteers known as Red Guards from among workers in industrial areas. 43
There was also Communist involvement in the tebhaga movement in
districts like Midnapore, Nadia, Jessore, Dinajpur, Pabna, Mymensingh,
Faridpur and Chittagong. 46 The Communists made intensive propaganda
among the bargadars. They were also active in the whole of 1946 in
Jessore, Khulna, Rangpur, Pabna and Mymensingh. The Muslim League
was not in favour of this movement, neither were the Hindu zamindars.
There were fears of communal riots because most bargadars were Muslim

and the majority of the landlords were Hindus.

44, L/P+J/5/183, (10R POS 3518) Bengal Fortnighly Reports of
Governors, Chief Commissioners and chief Secretaries, January 1946-
December 1946.

45. Ibid.

46. Ibid. The tebhaga movement was a widespread agitation by the

cultivators demanding two-thirds of the produce.



Since most of the Communist leaders had to work from hiding, and
since Muzaffar Ahmad was one of those who was sentenced to life in the
Meerut conspiracy case judgement, most of his activities were secret.
Although he was released in 1936 he was more involved in indoctrinating
the younger generation. It must be mentioned here that unlike most
Communist leaders who came from upper - class, Muzaffar Ahmad was an
exception. He came from a poor family and was completely a self-made
individual who dedicated his life to an ideology intended to improve the
condition of the poor and exploited peasants and workers. He was one of the
few Bengali Muslim youth who, in his early life had accepted Communism
and had remained so till the end of his life. He i1s popularly known as
"Comrade” Muzaffar Ahmad. One of his close associates was poet Kazi
Nazrul Islam. Muzaffar Ahmad was as an individual, non-communal and
humanitarian, who dedicated his life for the doctrine he so strongly believed.
In Bengal, he represented a trend that was contrary to the dominating trend
of religious politics in the 1940's. It is, however, sad that after such great
sacrifices the Communist Party of India could gain so little in the years

before partition. The fact was that the Indian revolutionaries were never

united and they were jealous and suspicious of each other.47

47.  See, Overstreet and Windmiller, Op.Cit. p. 36.

331



Besides, M.N. Roy's shiftings in determining the party strategy in India also
created dissension in the party. Muzaffar Ahmad's memoir clearly indicate
specific problems of working inside the country at Roy's direction, who most
of the time remained abroad.48 It is disappointing that his memoir reveal
very little of his political activities and involvement in the Communist

movement particularly in his later life.

48.  Muzaffar Ahmad, Amar Jibon O Bharatiyo Communist Party, 1920-
1929 (My Life and the Communist Party of India, 1920-1929), Dhaka,
1977.

332



Kazi Nazrul Islam (1899-1976)

An analvsis of Nazrul Islam's works would help us to understand the
complexities of Bengali Muslim society and politics in the vears between the
two world wars. Nazrul c¢mbodied the spirit of the age. His works
represented the variety, conflict and the fusion of diversified 1deas that
existed 1 Bengali society in the first halt of the twentieth century. Nazrul
started writing 1 1919 when he was only twenty years of age and still
stationed at Karachi as a sergeant with the 44th. Bengal Regiment of the
British Indian Army. He returned to Caleutta in March, 1920 when his
regiment was disbanded and took up journalism as a career. He continued
writing poems, short stories, novels and songs sertously and almost with a

spontancous zeal.

Nazrul's arrival in Bengal was at a time when the province was going
through a period of transition. The after-war years were marked with social
tension, inflation and unemployment. Gandhi's non-co-operation movement
after the Jahanwallalh Bagh massacre (1919) and the failure of the
movement after the Chauri-Chaura incident (1921) had disillusioned the
Bengal Congress leaders. The nationalist leaders were divided into several
factions. C.R. Das had rejected Gandhi's leadership and had challenged his
position as the leader of the nationalist movement on the all-India level. The
extremist elements led the terrorist movement against the Bntish
government. The Muslims in Bengal in general as in the other provinces of
India. supported the Khilatat movement (1919-24) i order to protect the
Caliphate in Turkey. They gave priority to their religious identity and

considered themselves Mushims primarily but were still not conscious of

w)
w)
o



nationalism in the territorial sense of the term. They identified themselves
with the Muslim community of the world, the Muslim ummah. Protection
of the Caliphate symbolised to them protection of the religion of Islam. With

the abolition of the Caliphate in 1924 the Khilafat movement subsided.

In Bengal. extremist politicians were active since the Swadeshi
movement which started around 1903. Repressive measures during the first
world war managed to bring the terrorists under control. As the war ended,
the extremist nationalists joined Gandhi's non-co-operation movement with
the hope that some political concessions could be achieved from the British
government. But, as the movement failed, the extremists were disappointed
with Gandhi's strategy and were impatient to resume their terrorist activities.
A section of the younger generation, inspired by the Bolshevik Revolution in
Russia in 1917 was secretly preparing to organize a group on Communist
ideology. The Muslims, too, were disenchanted and frustrated. In Bengal, an
emerging group of English educated Muslims under the leadership of AK.

Fazul Huq began to participate in provincial politics.

For the Bengali Muslims, the 1920's marked the end of an era and the
beginning of a new. Nazrul Islam arnved in 1920 in the midst of a
diversitied socio-political milieu. In the realm of literature, two broad trends
existed among thc Bengali Muslim writers since the last decade of the
nineteenth century. One group of writers which included Shaikh Abdur
Rahim (1859-1931), Mohammad Mozammel Huq (1860-1933), Munshi
Mohammad Reazuddin Ahmed (1862-1933),Mohammad Moniruzzaman
Islamabadi (1875-1950) were Pan-Islamists. They dreamt of reviving the

past glory of Islam through recounting the lives of Muslim heroes and saints
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including Prophet Muhammad. They were aware of the destitution of the
Muslims in socio-economic and political spheres and wanted to salvage them
from that condition by reminding them of their glorious past. They also felt
the need to educate the Muslims and sought to make the Bengali language
more Islamic by the use of Arabic, Persian and Urdu words. The other group
included politically and socially conscious writers like Kazi Abdul Wadud
(1894-1970), Kazi Motahar Hossain (1897-1981), S. Wajed Al (1890-
1951), Abul Fazl (1903-1983), Humayun Kabir (1906-1969), Abdul Qadir
(1906-1984) and others. They believed that for the Bengali Muslims,
Bengali was to be their mother-tongue and their medium of expression in
every respect. On the question of Bengali Muslim identity, which was a
controversial subject since the late nineteenth century this group of
intellectuals believed that they were Bengalees first and Mushms second.
They were critical about the Pan-Islamic movement and inspired by the idea
of Bengali nationalism rather than Muslim nationalism, they advocated

communal harmony.

Nazrul Islam belonged to the latter group. He embodied the
progressive, secular and humanist trends. He appeared suddenly and
astonishingly as a comet and established himself as a poet and a writer. He
represented a trend quite radical for his time. He startled the Bengali
Muslims with his somewhat revolutionary views and bold writings. With his
liberal and humanistic approach, he preached communal harmony and called
for the establishment of a society free from all kinds of oppression and
exploitation. Even the enlightened group of Bengali Muslim writers had not
vet declared so openly and directly the need for wiping out social orthodoxy,

religious conservatism, inequality and poverty. Nazrul's bold attack on the

335



very citadel of orthodox Islam was sudden and new. No other writer before
him had made such a frontal attack on conservatism.! Nazrul made a
tremendous impact on the Bengali Muslims and Hindus alike. The radicals,

particularly, acclaimed him as the "rebel poet” or the "poet of revolution".2

1. Ounly Delwar Hoéain Ahmed (1840-1913), in the previous century was
strongly critical of the orthodox Muslims for their religious and social
conservatism. He analysed the causes of social and economic backwardness
among the Bengali Muslims and came to the conclusion that fruitless
harping on their past glory, religious orthodoxy, extravagance, shunning of
English education contributed greatly to their degeneration. But Delwar
H(;‘sain Ahmed wrote in English which limited the impact of his writing to a
small section of People in Bengal. See, AF. Salahuddin Ahmed,
Bangladesh, Tradition and Transformation, Dhaka University Press Lltd.,
1987, p. 76.

2. Kazi Nazrul Islam was born on 24th. May,1899 at Asansole in the
district of Burdwan. He did not have much formal education. He came of a
very poor family and when he was only eight years old, his father died in
1908. He had to earn his livelihood at that early age by calling prayers at his
village mosque, by writing songs for the wandering professional singers
known as the lettos and later by working at a bread factory. Financed by a
police Sub-Inspector named Kazi Rafizullah who took pity on Nazrul, he
had a few years schooling. At the age of eighteen he joined the British Indian
Army and was gradually promoted to the grade of sergeant in the 44th.
Bengal Regiment. Sce, Rafiqul Islam, Nazrul Jibani (Life of Poet Kazi
Nazrul Islam), Dacca University, Dacca, 1972, pp. 1-62.
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Soon after returning from Karachi in 1920, he met Muzaffar Ahmad in
Calcutta and was influcnced by communist ideology.3 Nazrul Islam did not
get affiliated to the Communist Party. He could not adhere to any party
discipline. He belicved in revolutionary changes in the society where
exploitation of the poor by the rich would end, where people of all castes and
creeds would enjoy equal trcatment, where religious orthodoxy and social
conservatism would shed all extremisties. Nazrul Islam was neither a
philosopher nor a politician. He did not either fall into the category of the
intelligentsia because he was guided more by emotion than by reason. He
was a humanist who believed in the excellence lying in the heart of all
human beings. Above all, he was a poet who wrote plainly and
spontaneously with extreme emotion and exitement against all oppressions,

exploitation, conservatism and hypocrisy.

3. Communist influence among Bengali Mushms i Calcutta was little.
Names of a couple of them include at this stage Muzatfar Ahmad and Kazi
Nazrul Islam. Muzaffar Ahmad (1899-1973) was a founding member of the
Communist Party of India. Nazrul shared a room with him at 32 College
Street, Calcutta after returning from the 44th. Bengal Regiment in 1920. In
August 1922 Muzaffar Ahmad helped to bring out a Bengali left-wing paper
named the Dhumketu (the Comet) edited by Kazi Nazrul Islam. See,
Muzaffar Ahmad, Kazli Nazrul Islam Smritikatha (Memoirs of Kazi
Nazrul Islam), Dhaka, 2nd ed. 1976, p. 45. Also see, Rafiqul Islam, op. cit.
pp. 27, 47 where the author mentions that Nazrul came in close contact with
the terrorist movement through his friendship with members of the extremist
political organization, particularly the Jugantar.
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Nazrul Islam worked in the Navajoog (New Age or New Era) a
newspaper which was brought out by the popular Bengali Muslim politician
AX. Fazlul Huq around 1920-21.4 In it. he spoke out boldly for relieving
the problems of the labourers and agriculturists of Bengal. Around 1922
Nazrul began to work as the editor of the Dhumketu (the Comet) in which
he openly demanded complete independence of India.d Both the extremist

and moderate nationalist leaders of Bengal in the 1920's talked of

4. Navajoog (New Era), a daily newspaper first published in May, 1920
which ceased to publish after a year. The paper was financed by A.K. Fazlul
Hugq. See, Mustafa Nurul Islam, Samayikpatre Jiban O Janamat; 1901-
1930 (Public Opinion As Reflected in the Press, 1901-1930), Bangla
Academy, Dhaka, 1977, p. 438.

5. The Dhumketu was a bi-weekly paper and had the largest circulation
in Calcutta. See, Rafiqul Islam, op. cit. p. 248. Also see, Mustafa Nurul
Islam, op. cit. p. 440. The Dhumketu expressed strongly anti -British
opinions for which Nazrul, the editor, was arrested and put to jail on 23rd.
November, 1922. The Dhumketu was first published on 12th. August,
1922 and was originally intended to preach communist ideology but in
practice it became the mouthpiece for extremist politics. Rafiqul Islam,
Jibani , op. cit. pp. 238-239, 283.
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complete independence but none did yet so boldly demand it as Nazrul did.0
Nazrul was swayed much by emotion in his writings and his bold and direct
language attracted and inspired the younger generation of the Bengalees.
After the failure of Gandhi's non-co-operation movement (1919-1922) there
was a lull in the political atmosphere of the country. Nazrul wanted to revive
the revolutionary spirit by encouraging the terrorist and extremist groups
although he was not a member of any of those. Neither did he participate in
any of their activities. Nazrul was critical of Gandhi's non-co-operation
movement and his preaching of spinning cotton and weaving khadi at home
in order to boycott foreign cloth. Nazrul considered Gandhi's strategy a
failure. Nazrul's opinion was that Gandhi's principle of non-violence or
Ahimsa no longer created inspiration among the general people who alone,

he believed, could put life to the nationalist movement. By 1921 Gandhi's

6. Most of the political leaders of Bengal like Surendranath Banerjee
(1848-1925), a moderate nationalist leader and Sri Aurobindo Ghose (1872-
1950), an extremist nationalist demanded self-government for India, while
Bipin Chandra Pal (1858-1932) another popular extremist leader demanded
Dominion Status for India. Since 1911 he propagated the idea of Imperial
Federation, a pan-Indian federation. See, Sankar Ghose, Political ideas and
Movements in India,Calcutta, 1975, p. 33. Also See, Leonard A.Gordon,
Bengal : the Nationalist Movement 1876-1940, New Delhi, 1974, pp. 99,
169, 171.

339



calls for non-violence and wen-co-operation were regarded as failures
by the Bengalees.” Although Nazrul had praised Gandhi in his songs like
the "Charkar Gan" (Song of the Charka, the spinning wheel) and

7. The extremist members ot both the "Anushilan" (formed in 1902 and
Dacca based) and the "Jugantar" (formed in 1906 and mainly Calcutta
based) who believed in the method of terrorism, rejected Gandhi's method of
non-violence. See, Suprakash Roy, Bharater Baiplabik Sangramer Itihas
(History of the Indian Revolutionary Struggle), Voll, 2nd.ed. Caicutta,
1980, pp. 153, 156, 368. These organizations took part in anti-Congress
propaganda. Besides, the Bengal leaders, particularly, C.R. Das (1870-
1925) also rejected Gandhi's political programmes and stood strongly
against Gandhi's involvement in Bengal politics which was another reason
why Gandhi's strategy was unacceptable to most Bengalees. Also see, J.H.
Broomfield, Elite Conflict in a Plural Society : Twentieth Century
Bengal , University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1968.
pp. 146-168. Gandhi's programme of Satyagraha and the weaving of
Khadi at home failed to gain support in Bengal, Ibid. pp. 168, 220, 231.
Broomficld also pointed out that the Bengali bhadralok had resented
Gandhi's involvement in Bengal politics because his strategy of non-co-
operation, Satyagraha, boycott and spinning of Khadi all needed mass
participation which they feared. They apprehended that participation of the
masses, particularly rural, would destroy their economic and social
dominance. Ibid. pp. 224-225. Also see, Leonard A. Gordon, op. cit. pp.
173-182.
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"Banglai Mahatma" (the Mahatma in Bengal) around 1924 8, only a year
later, in 1925, he wrote "Sabyasachi” (the Ambidexter) in which he pointed
out the futility of Gandhi's strategy. He wrote,
"t TR TR CHEINSt 518, A qOT e of!
TITAT (A A ATS ¥R o ey ste gfqr 9
("We want independence by means of cotton thread,
Counting years just waiting !
Rise up, you youth ! We are getting rheumatic*

Sitting at fruitless weaving !")

8. Verse book, Bisher Banshi, See, Abdul Qadir (ed.) Nazrul
Rachanabali, Bangla Academy, Dhaka, 1966. Vol. L pp. 88-89.
Banglai Mahatma , a song compiled in the Fani Manasha, verse
book. See, Abdul Qadir (ed.) Rachanabali, Vol. 11 , Bangla
Academy, Dhaka, 1967. pp. 65-66.

9. Nazrul Islam, Sabyasachi (The Ambidexter), composed in 1925 and
compiled in the Fani Manasha, a verse-book by Nazrul. See,
Rachanabali Vol. 11, Ibid. pp. 53-54. *(Rheumatic here symbolizes
the futility and paralysing effect of weaving Khadi to attain Swaraj).
The word Sabyasachi bears a Hindu image, referring to the mythical
warrior Arjuna in the epic Mahabharata. Nazrul's poem reflected the

“contemporary opinion in Bengal rejecting Gandhi's political
programmes. Nazrul also wrote against Swaraj and considered it a
very moderate demand. The extremists also considered Gandhi's
swara] "a political chimera". Sce, Rafiqul Islam, Nazrul Jibani, op.
cit. p.237 where the author quotes from Nazrul's writing in the
Dhumketu, 13th. 1ssue, October 13, 1922, Also see, J.H. Broomfield,
op. cit. p. 152. And see, Leonard A. Gordon, op. cit. p. 171.
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Nazrul was also critical of the participation of Bengali Muslims in the
Khilatat movement and of their constant harping on their links with Turkey
and the Arab world. This, he believed, had created in them a feeling that
they were aliens in Bengal. This attitude turther contributed to establish n
their minds a feeling that their identity in Bengali was as Muslims and not as
Bengalees. This was a very unrealistic attitude since most Muslims in Bengal
were of indigenous origin. In short, Bengali Muslims were suffering from an
identity crisis. Nazrul tried to evoke in the minds of the Bengali Muslims
that they were Bengalees as a nation and that religious exclusiveness would
lead to a more bleak future. In the Dhumketu, Nazrul wrote in 1922,

A "ITS A0, (MW AT |G (QATSH B0

¢l feemss T =g N el B =09 |1 St

@ T HTHR S w2 SwmE =Xl A1,
BHACNE RT=aSs Sy, wife @ |y, |ty (qTehs

(".... that neither the Caliphate nor the country can be
protected by keeping beards, eating meat, fasting and
praying. The true Muslim Kamal understood that;......
....... Islam cannot be salvaged by those religious hypo-
crisies. Islam's symbol is the sword, neither beards
nor prayers and fasts. ....... ")

10. Nazrul Islam, "Kamal".,- I)hunlml;é_t“l;,mlﬁsl year, 14th issue, October 17,
1922. Quoted from Rafiqul Islam, Nazrul Jibani, op. cit. p. 270.
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Nazrul praised Mustafa Kamal's steps to modernize the society in Turkey by
abolishing the Caliphate in 1924. Nazrul attempted to inspire the Bengali
Muslims to bring similar changes in Bengal as well. Earlier, in 1920, Nazrul
had composed scveral poems on Islamic and Perso-Arabic themes like
"Kamal Pasha". "Anwar". "Shatt-el-Arab"!l "Qurbani" (Sacrifice),
"Muharram"12 "Fateha-i-Do'Azdaham”13, "Kheya Par-er Tarani" (Boat to
cross the river) which extolled the past glory of the Muslims and at the same
time expressed regret and disappointment at the subscquent degeneration of
the Muslims, particularly in Bengal.In "Anwar" and "Kamal Pasha", Nazrul
evoked the Muslims of India to arisc from the state of slumber. He criticized
them for their cowardice and conservatism which, he beleved, had turned

them into 'tame creatures'.

11.  "Shatt-el-Arab"”, a river in Mesopotamia, (modern Iraq and Iran)
formed by the confluence of the Tigris and the Euphrates.

12. "Muharram", a religious ritual symbolizing mourning of the Muslims.
The first ten days of the lunar month of Muharram is the time for the
observance of this ritual. Though it is mainly a Shia practice, the Sunnis also
participate in it. In rural Bengal it assumed the form of folk festival
commemorating the martyrdom of Imam Husain, grandson of Prophet
Muhammad. Nazrul Islam. Agni-Vina, Rachanabali, Vol.1, op. cit. pp.
48-50.

13. "Fateha-i-Do'Azdaham", a religious festival of the Muslims held on the
birth and death anniversary of Prophet Muhammad which both fall on the
same date, the 12th.of the lunar month Rabiul Awal. Nazrul Islam, Bisher
Banshi, verse book, Rachanabali, Vol. 1. pp. 65-67.
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Nazrul wrote in "Anwar",

" BfRAITS IS wrer oot w14

("The Muslims in the world today are tame creatures!")

Nazrul was the precursor of Muslim renaissance in Bengal. He praised the
reform movement by Kamal Pasha and contrasted that to the degeneration of
the Muslims in Bengal and the whole of India. In the same poem he wrote,

" JTH PN - fors yom B o |

@EFAA TCH vy SRG] JIGRT 7R |

e ey

ity Y fow= -

SENTAE - W R NS B,

TR @R ghN Oe S ews

e famatw g 1

14. Nazrul Islam, "Anwar" compiled in the Agni-Vina (Verse book),
Rachanabali, Vol. 1. op. cit. pp. 34-37.

15. Ibid. p. 36. Nazrul despised Anwar Pasha, brother of Kamal Pasha of
Turkey for his betrayal to the cause of the Muslims. Instead of participating
in the anti-British revolt in the North West Frontier Provinces, he had joined
the counter-revolutionaries backed by the British hoping to set up an
independent government for himself in Turkey . Besides, Anwar Pasha was
a Pan-Islamist who did not support the secular and progressive reforms of
Kamal Pasha. The poet held anti-imperialist and secular views. Therefore, he
despised Anwar but praised Kamal Pasha. Sce, Rafiqul Islam, Jibani. pp.
183-187.
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("Who says he is a Muslim; tear his tongue apart.

Traitor he is; knows nothing but saving his own life.
Despicable Anwar

With sword who had once been taught to protect independence,
Has alms-recetving bag on his shoulder -

Those who are undaunted carry the helm today,

Worthless Anwar.")

To revive the courage and the lost pride of the Muslims, Nazrul wrote
"Shatt-el-Arab". Through this poem Nazrul tried to arouse the conscience of
the Muslims of Bengal and urge them to make attempts to come out of their
hapless impasse. What was new about Nazrul's call for Muslim revival in
Bengal was that his precursors had reminded the Mushms of thetr past glory

looking to the past, while Nazrul looked to the future for such revival. 16

Nazrul wrote the poecm "Qurbani” (Sacrifice) as a protest against
communal strife between Hindus and Muslims over the slaughter of cows.
The poem is based on the biblical story of the attempt by Prophet Abraham

to sacrifice his son Ishmael when God ordered him to do so in order to test
his faith.17

16. Nazrul Islam, Agm-Vma, verse book, Rachanabah Vol.1, op. cit.
pp. 42-43.

17. The story is ndrraled in the Genesis, Chapter 16. See, Mircea Ehade
(ed.), The Encyclopﬁdla of Religion, Vol. 7, Macmillan, New York,
1987, p. 296.

Also mentioned in the Quran, Surah 2 :125, 2: 127. Sce, Shangkhipto
Islami Bishwakosh, Vol. 1 (Short Encycloqedla of Islam), Vol. 1, Islamic
Foundation, Dhaka, 1982, pp. 200-201.
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Nazrul used the symbol of love implied in the story to point out that one's
patriotic fervour should be so as to make onc sacrifice one's life and the lives
of one's dear ones for the love of the motherland. Religious squabbles on
such petty issues like the slaughter of cows only exposed religious orthodoxy
and narrow-mindedness. 18  Nazrul believed in secularism and therefore,
criticized both Muslims and Hindus for their intolerant attitude to each
other. Nazrul wrote a satiric poem, "De gorur ga Dhuve" (wash the cow's
body) which became a popular phrase to those who opposed communalism
and hated killings just for this reason. The poem 1s a comic chorus but
carries severe criticism of the Hindu attitude of "touch-me-not" and the
exclusiveness created by the two communities in their dresses and
appearances, for instance, Muslim men grow beards and wear pyjamas and
topi (caps) while the Hindus wear dhoti (loin-cloth) and grow tikis (a tuft
of hair on the shaven hcad to mark holiness, particularly by the priests.)
Nazrul uttered the phrase De gorur ga dhuye frequently as a satiric taunt
of the communalists, both Hindus and Muslims, who made a political and

religious issue over the slaughter of cows.!9

The Dhumketu cdited by Nazrul Islam expressed protests against

oppressions of all kinds. Nazrul strongly urged the destruction of everything

18. The Muslims slaughter cows on religious festivals and on other
occasstons because they eat beef, while the Hindus worship the cow as one
of their detties.

19.  Nazrul Islam, "De Gorur ga dhuye”. Rachanabali, Vol. 11, op. cit.
pp. 431-433.
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that went against the welfare of common man and wrote boldly against all
kinds of exploitation ---- religious, political and economic. He wrote:
v TR @ eniTER Tem @ faenw 9wl
RIfSTH CONTHAT Vo 2fSY CAEN T[TICE | CBCA (T

@ 2AHAH =% | qo TN T | AR FS) AR |
TEF I HGIN R qAren | ey crer

("o Burn down the tlag that stands so proud on that
palace roof announcing lordship over you.Pull down that
palace tower. Say, here [ am. The truth is in me. Say,
we are free ! We are the rulers. The flag of victory

1S ours, ......... )

Earlier, Nazrul wrote "I am the Soldier” in the Dhumketu where he
pointed out that there were too many leaders in Bengal but no commander,
no one to strike the blow against the enemy.2l To Nazrul British
government was not the only enemy. Anyone who oppressed innocent
people in the name of religion or politics was the real enemy. Nazrul's
revolutionary and radical attitude was very boldly expressed in his poem the

"Vidrohi" where he revolted against all religious and social barriers. By

20. Editorial of the Dhumketu , November 3, 1922. Rafiqu! Islam, Nazrul
Jibani, op. cit. p. 276.

21. Nazrul Islam. editorial of the Dhumketu, Ist vear, 18th. issue,
October. 31, 1922. See, Rafiqui Islam, Nazrul Jibani, op. cit. pp. 275-276.
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this poem alone he had inspired, though not directly, the younger generation,
particularly the extremists. Through this poem he declared himself as the

embodiment of the rebel spirit in him. He wrote :

=ty 59 W, afars e,

WE - 2R AN FaTS, NN ATSTHH, NN 09237 !
wiifal w=rey, iy wfe=ne «q=,

A Bt = Fq pIrne |

I ALE qR TS A, TS QAN TP *Jgee |
___________________ w22

("I am ever turbulent, arrogant, cruel,
I cause the destruction of the universe,l am
the cyclone,l am the anmhilator!
I am the great fear,I am the accursed of the earth,
I am beyond all restraint,
I break all things to pieces !
I am disorderly and dissolute,
I trample down all ties, norms, rules and regulations !")

In the first issue of the Dhumketu Nazrul wrote :
vfar et g R e s wefaes
OB FBTH =IfF w2reE yurae 23

22. Nazrul Islam. "Vidrohi", See, Rachanabali, Vol. 1. pp. 7-12. Quoted
" from 1bid. p. 8. Nazrul herc uscd the image of the dancing Shiva (Natra)),
the symbol of destruction in Hindu mythology.

23. Nazrul Islam, "Dhumketu" (the Comet), Rachanabali, Vol. 1, op.cit.
p.19.
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( Icome in every era, I have come again to create an upheaval,
I am the age-old comet. this creator's recalcitrant.”)

He continued,
"ot e wfa @ FEE Wi, few & sroHt,
18 fafu  faes ofe ares, ofs Ruess 3 el
¥ erify enf @ soat Feyw w1 = wiN 20 orre
©12 Ao oK, fmgaE 9, —ccameeae e w24

(" 1 know well the creator's deception and the tricks
of his creation,
So I hammer on the creator's chest,disregarding all
rules and conventions,
[ know, I know very well that such things could be done
which the fake god could never do !
So I bring revolution, so I revolt ............ ")

The orthodox Muslims in Bengal reacted strongly to Nazrul's use of such
language. The Islam Darshan criticized Nazrul's poems, particularly, the
"Dhumketu" as very un-Islamic and openly called him an atheist.25 Nazrul
was also criticized for using Hindu symbols and the names of Hindu gods
and goddesses in his writings. The conservative section of the Muslim

community termed Nazrul's writings blasphemous and feared that his ideas

24. Ibid. p. 20.

25. The Islam Darshan, a monthiv journal published from Calcutta by
the conservative section of the Muslim community in Bengal. The journal
was first published in 1920 and continued till 1926. See, Mustafa Nurul
Islam, op.cit. p. 438.
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would misguide the younger generation of Bengali Muslims. This orthodox
group warned Nazrul to give up un-Islamic expressions. Munsht Mohammad
Reazuddin Ahmed wrote in the Islam Darshan under the caption. "Loke-ta
Mussulman na Shaitan?" (Is the man a Muslim or a Satan ? ),
The Dhumketu is exhibiting itself as a real comet in the Mushm
world. The poem "Vidrohi" (the Rebel) published is the Moslem
Bharat has exposed Kazi's magic. The Dhumketu, in every issue
has been crupting venom against sacred Islam. This lively youth has
never received Islamic teaching and this has been clearly exposed in
every linc of his writings. His brain is intoxicated with Hindu:ism.
The unfortunate youth did not get the company of any religious
person; had he got that he would at least not have attacked Islam with
such spiteful language. His writings might be too powerful, he might
be a famous poet, but there is no reason for the Muslims to be proud
of him. --emmmeeeeee The worst thing is that this ignorant youth is still
declaring himself a Muslim, -------- Does this villain know the
meaning of Islam ? This villain has surpassed even the atheists. Has
he thought that God is like Rama, Krishna or Nanak, Chaitanya or
Christ that he can threat Him ? The man has descended as a complete

satan. We hate to talk of him. ------ 26

26.  Nazrul Islam's poem "Vidrohi" (the Rebel) was composed in
December, 1921 compiled in the Sanchita, a verse book and first published
by D.M. Library, Calcutta, 1926. See. Munshi Mohammad Reazuddin
Ahmed, "Loke-ta Mussulman na Shaitan ?", Islam Darshan, 3rd year, 2nd.
issue. 1922 (Kartik, 1329 B.S.) Also sece, Mustafa Nurul Islam (ed.)
Samakal-e Nazrul (Contecmporary Nazrul), Bangla Academy, Dhaka,
1983. pp. 17-18.
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Government reaction to Nazrul's writings was such that the
Dhumketu was banned and Nazrul was arrested in November, 1922, He
was in prison for about a year at the Alipore Central Jail, Calcutta. Poet
Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) dedicated his verse play "Basanta" (the
Spring) to Nazrul praising him of his bold and fiery writing. Tagore believed
Nazrul's writings had invigorated the life of the whole nation just as spring
does to nature.27 Nazrul was on hunger-strike for over a month at the
Hooghly prison in West Bengal, where he protested for not being treated as
a state prisoner. This hunger-stri:ke symbolized his open defiance to the
authority. Wide-spread commotion over his hunger-strike made him more
widely known as a rebel poet. Nazrul was eventually released from prison in
December, 1923. Soon after his release, Nazrul married a Hindu lady,
Pramila Sen-Gupta. This incident onceogain brought him to the centre of
criticism all over Bengal.28 Except the progressive group of the Bengalees,
the orthodox section of both the Hindus and the Muslims severely criticized

Nazrul. In the existing communal atmosphere Nazrul's marriage with a

27, ‘Raﬁqul Islam, NaLru]_hbam, op.cit. p. 290.

28. Pramila Sen-Gupta (1908-1962) came of an ordinary Hindu family
from Comilla. Nazrul stayed with the Sen-Gupta family for a few days as a
guest and came to know Pramila. The Sen-Gupta family belonged to Brahmo
society which believed in social reform in the light of western ideas and
culture but Pramila's family did not agree to this marnage. Pramila's mother,
Ginbala  Devi brought her daughter to Calcutta and gave her daughter in
marriage to Nazrul against all opposition. See, Rafiqul Islam, Nazrul Jibani,
op. cit. pp. 148-149, 316-317, 597-598.
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Hindu lady appeared to be an event of great significance. His marriage
proved to be a very extraordinary and courageous step in an atmosphere of
communal hatred and ill-feeling. Although the orthodox section of the
Bengalees were shocked, the liberals were happy and Nazrul remained as
popular as before. Nazrul's marriage, in fact, represented both the secular
and the radical trends present in him and also embodied the religious and

cultural synthesis he so earnestly preached in his writings.

For a short while around 1925-1926 Nazrul got actively involved in
politics. Nazrul joined thc Bengal Provincial Congress Committee and
worked mainly among the peasants and fishermen. He toured several places
like Comilla, Madaripur, Hooghly, Faridpur, Bakura and made political
speeches there. Influence of the Russian revolution and of the communist
ideology through Muzaffar Ahmad and Nazrul's own liberal and humanistic
leanings turned him into a staunch preacher of equality of all classes of
people. In his political ideology, Nazrul believed in Democratic Socialism.29
He began to write poems on equality, liberty and socialism. In the Langal
(the Plough) Nazrul wrote poems and articles which expressed the need for

social change.30 His poems, like the "Samyabadi" (Equality),

29. Abdul Qadir, the editor of Nazrul Rachanabali, wrote in his note to
the second volume that Nazrul's political ideology could be defined as
Democratic Socialism. He gave a briet idea on this aspect.

30. The Langal (the Plough), a weekly paper first published in December,
1925 from Calcutta. It spoke for the workers, peasants and those who
supported swaraj. It was the first journal in Bengal to express communist
ideology. See, Rafiqul Islam, Nazrul Jibani, op. cit. editor's note. Also see,
Mustata Nurul Islam, Samayik Patre Jiban O Janamat, op. cit. pp. 443-
444.
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"Sarbahara" (the Destitute) and most of the poems compiled in his verse-
book FKani-Manasha like "Sabvasachi” (the Ambidexter), "Sabdhani
Ghanta" (the Warning Bell), "The Internationale" reflect his sympathy for
the oppressed and the downtrodden and his revolt against the existing order
of society.d] In "Samyabadi" Nazrul wrote,
"R IR A -
R SN @ ZCUCE TR Fid I[EqT=,
AT Weete - e -gHETN-GE 61 |
AfE ST 1= !
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T®w A AT A4, W‘ﬂ”’fﬁ'
SINTAE G971 forst - fo9siwg, @B susicthd siTa

Sltwa T T - @ aee Afe qwATS e |1 32,

31. Fani-Manasha, the snake goddess in Hindu mythology. Compiled in
the Rachanabali, Vol. 11, op. cit. pp. 53-89. "The Internationale” a song
expressing solidarity with the world proletariat, which was translated by
Nazrul in Bengal and published in Ganabani 1n 1927. Nazrul Jibani, op.
cit. pp. 385-386. Ganabani, a weekly journal, first published in August,
1926 from Calcutta and was cdited by Muzaffar Ahmad. This journal was
the mouthpiece for the workers and peasants of Bengal and was closely
associated with the Langal. Mustafa Nurul Islam, Samayik Patre Jiban O
Janamat, op. cit. p. 445.

32. See, the Sanchita, Bani Sree Library, Calcutta, 13th. ed. 1964. p. 78.
Also see, the Samyabadi verse book, Rachanabali, vol. 11, pp. 5 - 8.
Ka'aba is the holy place for pilgrimage of the Muslims. It is situated in
Mecca in Saudi Arabia. Kabir (1398-1448) and Nanak (1469-1539) were
the popular sufi saints of thec Punjab in the fifteenth and in the sixteenth
centuries respectively.
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(" I sing of equality -
Where all barriers and differences have come to fusion,
Where the Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims and Christians have met.

Of that cquality I sing !

I have not heard wrong,

There is no other sacred temple or Ka'aba than this heart.

The hypocrites worship the religious books. Listen you
ignorant ones,

Men have brought these books, not these books any man.

Adam, Dawvid, Jesus, Moses, Abraham, Muhammad,

Krishna, Buddha, Nanak, Kabir --- the treasure of the universe,

Thev are our ancestors, in our midst thev reign.

In every vein of ours their blood flows - may be a little

more or little less.")

In the same poecm "Samyabadi” (Equality) Nazrul wrote on the equal rights

of women in society. He wrote,

"IN AT 1R -

R 5% A TN (@It tewitewa JiR
fary @ faog sz yfe fou <seyrer=,

T dw Wi sfee T wwds e w9 0 33

33. The Sanchita, 6p. cit. p84 Also sec, the Samyabadi verse book,
included in the Rachanabali, Vol. 11, p. 15.
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("I sing of equality,
To me there is no ditference between man and woman !
Whatever great and benevolent performed in this world,

Half has been achieved bv woman, the other half by man.")

Nazrul belicved in the emancipation of woman. He criticized the purdah
(veil) system existing in Bengali Muslim society, Muslim women were not
allowed to come out of 1hp houses, let alone receive education or undertake
any profession. Hindu women, on the other hand, were not bound by such
taboos. They had progressed in the field of education and in learning arts
and crafts. Nazrul urged the Muslim women to be courageous and disregard
such barriers. Nazrul pointed out with much appreciation that freedom was
allowed to women in Turkey, another Muslim country and demanded that in
Bengal too. freedom must be allowed to Muslim women. In poems like
"Barangana" (the prostitute), "Nari" (Woman), "Mrs. M. Rahman" Nazrul

preached cmancipation of women.34

34. "Nari" and "Barangana" were compiled in the Samyabadi, verse book
of Nazrul. See, Nazrul Rachanabali, Vol. 11. pp. 15-17 and pp. 12-13
respectively. The poem. "Mrs. M. Rahman" contained praise and admiration
of an eminent lady of this name. Mrs. M.Rahman (1885-1926) hailed from
Hooghly and was wife of Kazi Mahmudur Rahman of Faridpur. She was an
enlightened woman, very rare among Muslims in Bengal during those days.
She wrote novels like Chanachur and Ma-0O-Meye and many of her
articles were printed in the Dhumketu, Bijli, Mohammadi, Saogat and
other journals of the time. She loved and treated Nazrul as her son. See,
Rafiqul Islam, Nazrul Jibani, op. cit. pp. 316, 318-319. Also see,
Chritavidhan, op. cit. p. 186.
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Nazrul's beliet in secularism was strongly and clearly reflected in his
pocms for instance, the "Samvabadi” in which he expressed that men of all
castes and creeds, of all religions and classes were equal. At the same time
he criticized the artificial barriers created by religious orthodoxy, social
taboos and cconomic exploitation. The Langal expressed clearly leftist
views when it made protests against the oppression of the poor and the
depressed. The journal also remained completely secular and wrote against
the communal roits that engulted Bengal in the summer of 1926. Nazrul
wrote articles like "Mandir O Masjid" (Temple and Mosque) and "Hindu-
Mussalman" which were published in the Ganabani (Message of the
People) in the month of August, 1926 and expressed his discontent about
Hindu-Muslim hostility and the negative aspect underlying such conflict.
The Bengal Pact of 1923 which had attempted to unite the two communities
giving certain concessions to both, had proved a failure by 1926. Nazrul had
been hopeful when the pact was made, but as the communal riots started, he
realized that unless the Hindus and the Muslims could unite at heart, unless
they could love one another disregarding all religious ditlerences, communal

harmonv was impossible.35 Nazrul got directly involved in politics as he

35. Nazrul Islam wrote a satiric poem, "Pact” criticizing the communalists,
both Hindu and Muslim. Nazrul mentioned that it was unrealistic on the part
of the political leaders who made the Bengal pact in 1923 to hope for
religious tolerance and communal harmony through signing a pact. What
was nceded, he felt, was a real change in the attitude, respect for all religious
customs and values and above all, love for humanity. See, Nazrul
Rachanabali, Vol. 11, op. cit. pp. 423-424, Also see, Nazrul Islam's
articles in the Rudra-Mangal (Compilation of Nazrul's articles),
Rachanabali, Vol. 1, pp. 693-714.
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contested elections to the Central Legislative Assembly in November, 1926
from Dhaka Division. He was nominated to contest the elections by the
Swaraj Party.30 As expected, Nazrul lost the contest. There ended Nazrul's
direct involvement in politics. This brief involvement, however, symbolized

Nazrul's strong anti-colonial and anti-impernialist teeling.

Nazrul's idea of nationalism dealt more with the cause of the Bengali
nation. Although he believed in Indian nationalism, some of his writings
clearly expressed his ideas about the Bengalee people as a separate nation
and Bengal to be politically, an indcpendent state. In his poem, "Muktikam"

(Desire for Freedom) composed in 1924, Nazrul pleaded the Bengalees to be

36. Muzatfar Ahmad, Kazi Nazrul Islam Sritikatha (Memoirs of Kazi
Nazrul Islam), Dhaka, (2nd. c¢d. 1976) pp. 302-303. The Swara) Party was
led by C.R. Das who was able to bring the revolutionaries, mainly of the
"Jugantar" and the Muslims under his leadership. The Swarajists contested
the elections in order to "wreck the Council from within" as they declared
going against the decision of Gandhi not to contest the elections. The Swaraj
Party nominated Nazrul only to participate in the election since it had no
intention to contest the reserved seats. Two Muslim seats were reserved at
the Central Legislative Assembly from Dhaka division which included the
then districts of Dhaka, Faridpur, Bakergan; and Mymensingh. Only the
Muslims with property qualitications were allowed to vote. The total number
of voters was 18,116 and each voter had two votes. See, Leonard A. Gordon,
Bengal : The Nationalist Movement, 1876-1940, New Delhi, Ist. Indian
edition, 1974 (rpt. 1979), pp. 190-195. Also see, Muzaffar Ahmad,
Sritikatha, op. cit. pp. 302-303.
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courageous enough to demand for a free Bengal. He also pointed out the
need for a leader to take the helm.37 In another poem, "Purab Banga” (East
Bengal), Nazrul praised the geographical setting and natural beauty of East
Bengal and urged the Bengalees to get inspired and take the leadership of
the nationalist movement.38 Nazrul pointed out the exploitation of East
Bengal by the capitalists trom outside Bengal, like the Marwari and the
Gujrati industrialists and urged the Bengalees to stand up against
them.Later, in the Navajoog Nazrul wrotc an article which further

expressed his belief in Bengali nationalism. He wrote,

"I (AR @BTIE T FECS AIEY AR I
TN S ST FIqH AT | AN 9T g

37. "Muktikam" (Desire tor freedom) is compiled in the verse-book, Fani-
Manasha (Snake Goddess) Rachanabali, Vol.11, pp.60-61.

38. "Purab Banga" (East Bengal) is compiled in the verse-book, Shesh
Saogat (Last Gift). Sce, Rachanabali, Vol. IV. p. 276. During the
liberation movement of 1971, Nazrul had been held high for this particular
poem in which the Bengalecs found inspiration and courage to fight for an
independent East Bengal.

39. Nazrul's article "Bangalir Bangla” (Bengal of the Bengalees) was
published in the Navajoog (New Age) in April, 1942, only a few months
betore he fell ill. The article is compiled i1 the Rachanabali, Vol. IV. pp.
711-712.
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(" The day when the Bengalees would unite and say that
'Bengal is for the Bengalees', only on that day would they
achieve something unattainable; that would be the day

when the Bengalees alone would make India free. ........ ")

Nazrul was not clear about his ideas at that time as to whether the
Bengalees would fight for an independent Bengal and at the same time fight
for an independent India. Ile was also not clcar in his opinion as to what the
relation would be between independent Bengal and the independent India, It
seemed that his ideas expressed an emotional nationalism rather than a
practical political opinion. But, it was clear that Nazrul neither supported the
movement for Pakistan nor did he want partition of Bengal. The movement
for a separate homeland for the Muslims in India on the basis of religion
was, however, already taking shape by the carly 1940's but Nazrul, who
believed in secularism, hated communalism and the mixing up of religion

with politics.

Nazrul's works embodyv the synthests of various cultures and religions.
No other writer among the Bengali Muslims in the twentieth century
represented this syncretist trend as Nazrul did. By his protuse use of Perso-
Arabic words and spontaneous blending of Hindu and Islamic religious
themes and images. Nazrul set an e¢xample as a "cultural mediator” of
modern times.

Presence of a svneretic trend was not new 1 Bengal. With the advent
of Islam in India since the eleventh century the spread of the religion in
Bengal took place largely through the sufi saints. Conversion of low-caste

Hindus in an extensive scale resulted in an inter-mixture of social customs
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and religious practices. In order to spread Islam in Bengal the sufi saints felt
the need to assimilate Islam to the alrcady existing local cultural milieu.
They contributed much to increase the number of Bengali Mushms by their
abilitv to work out a svnthesis between the extragenous Islam and the
indigenous lindu religion. Without any religious prejudice they even
represented the Hindu gods and goddesses in "Islamic garb” 40 While Islam
was spreading rapidly, Bengali Hindu society sought to meet the challenge
through vaishnavism, ecnunciated by Sri Chaitanva (1486-1534). It was
based on the cult of Bhakti. This concept was similar to the concept of love
and humanism present in sufi-ism. Both the sufl theosophy and the Bhakti
movement centred around God, man and love. The anti-caste tendency of
vaishnavism became popular among the people of rural Bengal which
slowed down the spread of Islam to a great extent4! The Muslim poets
were also influenced by vaishnavism. They began to use vaishnav
svmbolism to express their mystical beliets and rituals. As a result, a
svnthesis between sufl and Hindu vaishnav trends took place which directly
influenced the lives of the Bengalees. Nazrul Islam inherited this syncretistic
tradition. The element of humanism inherent in sufi-ism and vaishnavism
was strongly present in Nazrul's writings. Nazrul can appropriately be called
an heir to thc "cultural mcdiators” of the eighteenth century. The "cultural
mediators” were those Muslim writers of the seventeenth and eighteenth

centurtes who tried to bridge the gap between the various social strata,

40. Jagadish Narayan Sarkar, Hindu Muslim Rela’tions in Medieval
Bengal, Delhi, 1985. p. 15.

41. Asim Roy, The Islamic Syncretistic Tradition in Bengal, Princeton,
New lersey, 1983, (rpt. Academic Publishers, Dhaka). pp. 190-192.
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religious and social, in Bengal42 The existence of ashraf and atrap
stratification in Muslim society created a cultural gap between the two. The
ashrafs resided mostly in the urban areas, whereas the atraps in the rural
areas of Bengal. The ashrafs spoke Urdu and hated to speak Bengali. They
held the atraps with contempt because they were converted Muslims and
because they spoke Bengali. There emerged a group of critics among the
Bengali Muslims who consciously tried to bridge the gap between the
ashrafs and the atraps; between the urban and the rural Muslims. These
writers intended to break the exclusivistic attitude of the ashrafs.43 These
writers, with the indigenous influence present in them, sought to convey to
the Bengali Muslims the cultural heritage of Islam, representing through
Bengali indigenous idioms, symbols and the historical, legenq; and mythical
tales of the Muslim world. These Muslim writers have been given the credit
of acting as "Cultural Mediators". What was more signiticant about Nazrul
was the fact that he mediated to unite all the religious, ethnic and cultural
groups together. Besides, indigenous influences like the preachings of the
sufi mystics, the influence of pirs, fakirs and bauls was dominant in rural
Bengal. Inspite of the attempts of religious reformists to purity Islam of all
indigenous influences their preachings far exceeded the influence of the

orthodox Muslim preachers in Bengal. As a result of a tusion

42. Asim Roy, Ibid. pp. Preface xii, 58-83. The author has made a
detailed study on the various patterns of difference between the socio-
cultural milieu of the ashraf and the atrap . The "cultural mediators"
attempted to bridge the gap between the "great and the little traditions” that
is, between the ¢lite and the folk or indigenous traditions of Islam in Bengal.
Ibid. p. 71.

43. Ibid. p. 70.
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of Hindu and Muslim practices, beliet in tolerance and non-communalism
got preference among the Bengali Muslims.#4 Nazrul's writings reflected

this trend.

Nazrul's writings and compositions contain a strong element of
syncretism. His poems were tull of IHindu words, symbols and images. He
created a Bengali Mushm literature from the same source like the Vedanta,
the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, the works ot Sri Chaitanya and the
Vaishnava which also led to the creation of Bengali Hindu literature.
Nazrul used thosc religious and mythical sources along with the folk
elements in his writings which oftended the orthodox Muslims. Nazrul's
writings were a deviation from those of the contemporary Bengali Muslims
who copied the Bengali Hindu writers in stvle but carefully avoided any use
of Hindu words or images. Of all his writings, the Sanchita (compilation of
poems) contains a variety of poems which vividly reflect the synthesis of
Hinduism and Istam.45 The Vidrohi (the Rebel), for instance, is full of
Hindu images and words.40 In this poem, Nazrul used only a few Islamic

words, like Arash (seat), Beduin (nomad), Chengiz (the Mongol), Israfil

44, AF.Salahuddin Ahmed. "Banglar Samaj-Chinta : Aitijha O Bibartan"
(Social Thought in Bengal : Heritage and Transformation), Ekusher
Probandho, 1986 (Articles on Ekushey, printed in memory of the martyrs
of the language movement commemorated on the 2lst.of February, 1952.),
Bangla ‘Academy, Dhaka, 1986. pp. 14-16.

45. The Sanchita. 'Vidrohit!, 'Pujarini', 'Samyabadt', 'Sabyasacht', etc.

46. The Vidrohi (compiled in the Sanchita), See, the Agni-Vina verse-
book. Rachanabali, Vol. 1. pp. 7-12.
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(the angel Raphael), Habia Dozok (the Seventh Hell), Gibrael (the angel)

and Jahannam (hell) and about thirty Hindu images and words, like
Bhagaban (God), Dhurjati (Shiva), Shoshan (place of cremation of the
Hindus). Durbasa (a hermit of the Sakuntala mythology), Basuki (Hindu
image of snake), Jagadiswar (God), etc. The orthodox Bengali Muslims
felt apprehended about his writings which he was using, according to them,
to debase Islam. In the poem "Pujarini” (female worshipper), Hindu images
are predominant. The title of the poem itself presents a Hindu image.
Japmala (prayer beads), pujar thalika (plate used for offerings to the
idols) and similar such Hindu imagery are made and reference 1s made of the
story of Radha and Krishna.47 Nazrul saw no religious difference between
the images and meanings underlving these words. To Nazrul, these were not
mere linguistic terms. He used those to establish his non-communal feeling.
Nazrul, in fact. wanted to shock the orthodox Muslims as well as the Hindus
because his idea of Islam and Hinduism was contrary to the religious bias of
the contemporary Hindu and Muslim communalists. Nazrul did not accept
the existing notion about God, temples, mosques, priests and the mullahs.
Nazrul also used Urdu. Persian and Arabic words in abundance.#8 He
believed in using a language of everyday use, thus making his writings a

synthesis of a varietv of cultures. languages and reltgions. This was a new

47. The "Pujarini”, Nazrul Rachanabali, Vol. I. pp. 136-151.

48. Abdus Sattar. "Nazrul Kabve Arbi-Farsi Shabda" (Arabic and Persian
words in Nazrul's poems), Nazrul Institute Patrika, Nazrul Institute,
Dhaka, 1987. p. 83.
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phenomenon introduced in Bengali literature. Just as the "cultural mediators"
of the eighteenth century attempted to bring Islam closer 1o the indigenous
people by blending Islamic and Bengali cultures, so did Nazrul attempt to
bring the Hindus and Muslims of Bengal closer together through his
writings. He was more an "inter-cultural mediator" in this respect trying to
establish communal harmony.

In the poem, "Kandari Hushiar" (Helmsman, watch out), Nazrul
expressed his concern about the worsening communal relation in Bengal. He
wrote,

AN &g =1 ow AN 9T RyS=eT (T O ?

FTEIM | €1 BiAcE A=E, AW G wqra ) 49

("----- Are they Hindus or Muslims ? Who asks the question ?

Helmsman Say, people are drowning; people who are

my mother's children !")
In his poem "Samyabadi" (Equality) Nazrul expressed his view that peace

and harmony could be achieved without creating religious conflicts. The

CAYITN ATH @ T CSiITR AQ AU -[IHIHN,
5 b [ I [ (-0 A S T R G o e BT D e A
| sTE ATGHR S
& Bfi- 5! el gEh Htewte, S, st !
FAEHAIT ! I CETI A A, 91 AT
T, g9 N =3
CoTG - TS, BL-To1CS - 4 8 (TSR I8,

49. See, Rachanabali, Vol. 11. pp. 36-37.
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CH - AT (W - (AT - 13 e - faf+iBa -
CEHAILTB - BHACRY ~0ET IS TS FHL -
fo® (a7 @ orzEw, et 2fEe «& p
CATBITH (BH Q AA-THIT(E 7 20 CFCB Srew e | 50
("I sing of Equality -
Where all ditterences have come o a fusion,
Where the Hindus-Buddhists-Muslims-Christians have met.
I sing of cquality !
Who are you ? A Parsi ? Jain ? Jew ? Santal | Bhil , Garo ?
Or confucious ? Follower of Charvaka ? Say as many as you can,
Carry in your stomach, back and brain, any scripture you wish
The Quran-Purana-Veda-Vedanta-Bible-Tripitak -
Zend-Avesta, Granth ------ . Read as many as you can
But why this futile etfort and picrcing spears in your brain ?
Why bargain with religion ? Flowers bloom on the roadside !")

.SO. Rachanabali, Vol. II. p. 5. Santal. Bhil and Garo are the aboriginal

tribes of greater Bengal and Assam. Charvaka is the Hindu mythical demon

referred to for his preaching ot herctical doctrines and rejection of God. Also
see, Abdul Aziz Al-Aman, Nazrul Rachana Sambhar (On Nazrul Works),
Calcutta. 1981, p. 121 where the author quotes Nazrul's advice to those
preseﬁt at the Mushm Students' Conference at Faridpur in 1933 to bring the
various sects among the Muslims like the Shia, Sunni, Shaikh, Syed,
Mughal, Pathan, Hanafi, Shati. Hanbali, Maleki, L.a-Mazhabi, Wahhabi and

others under one banner and remove the barrier existing among them.



Some Bengah Muslim intellectuals of the time suggested to Nazrul that he
should preach Islamic idcas. Some progressive-minded Bengali Muslims
suggested that since Nazrul was a Mushm, he should concentrate on
developing a Bengali Muslim literature rather than wasting his creative
powers revolting against the existing social order and trying to improve
communal relations. He was advised to take the "line of least resistance”.>/
They were well-wishers of Nazrul who wanted to save him from criticisms
by the orthodox Muslims. Nazrul, however, accepted all criticisms
sportively. He wrote in "Amar Kaifivat" (Mv Excuses) :

G TS} T GNETA] TR TS oA B IS (AT

CAF-CAAT AN WY W, HCR ATe HfEBT IS N |

wee A fuems | @icEn T 8,

WTHATAN AGT RITAT A1 QYT CAPIR ST N6

e S, == =ew BfAST B, 8 AT (HeG

STHLHEAT TS [ SCHICFTC | -1 WG 57 Y= |

rsraEncETeHs Senfera |ife wifsy fagd-aw wi# )

51. Principal Ibrahim Khan's letter to Nazrul, written in 1925, The letter
was published in the Naoroze in 1927. Naoroze was a monthly hterary
journal published from Calcutta. The journal was known for publishing
writings of the progressive-minded writers like, Rabindranath Tagore,
Humayun Kabir and others. See. Mustafa Nurul Islam, Samakal-e-Nazrul,
op. cit. pp. 329-334. Also see, Mustafa Nurul Islam, Sangbad Patre Jiban
O Janamat, op. cit. p. 447,
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Y 5FRW NH = TG 7

CoiTe 3w By Arfgs Snfi, onfs-_ams s s g
TS SBIC NS, TS SBeA SR Spi! "I

Thosc honcy-suckers all maulvis and mullahs deny me

and say, "make the rogue an outcast; he utters the names of
gods and goddesses”.

I.earning just the Ampara thev have become proud and revengeful,
The Hindus think, "he must be a Muslim because he uses

Persian words in his poems,

The new-comers in the non-violent, non-co-operation are
not happy too,

They think [ am the wviolin of violence and please the
revolutionaries,

"He 1s the follower of ahimsa", the extrenusts think,

"Otherwise why should he support the charka ?"
To the orthodox Hindus [ am an atheist, to the progressives

I am a Confucian,

The Swarajists think I am a No-Changer, the No-Changers
think 1 am their enemy!")

52, "Amar Kaifiyat", Rachanabali, Vol. II. p. 42. Ampara 1s a basic
book on Arabic alphabets. Ahimsa means non-violence. In this respect the
poet refers to Gandhi's political strategy of non-violence.



Nazrul analysed and criticized the flaws 1n the existing social conditions and
urged the Bengalees, irrespective of religion and creed, to destroy the evils
and create a new society based on freedom and equality. Nazrul got involved
in contemporary politics but his main concern was to establish communal
harmony and create a society free from oppression and exploitation. He did
not accept the idea of a Muslim India and a Hindu India. Neither did he
support the idea of dividing Bengal. Although most of the Bengali Muslims
were disappointed with Nazrul because of his preoccupation with secular
and egalitarian ideas, the progressives, however, praised him for his sincere
and genuine fecling for the Bengalees. He wrote for both the communities
and kept alive the syncretic trend so strongly present in the Bengali society.

The Saogat wrotc quite appropriately, in 1948,

"Just as Rabindranath is the poet of Bengal, of
India and of the world, so i1s Nazrul the poet of
the Hindus,the Muslims and the Christians."3.

53. Most  contempevary  Bengali Muslim writers like S.Wajed Ali
(1890-1951), Syed Ismail Hossain Shiraji (1880-1931), Mohammad
Nasiruddin (1886-1993) and Kazi Abdul Wadud (1894-1970), particularly
praised Nazrul. See, Mustafa Nurul Islam, Shamakal-e-Nazrul, p. 233. The
Saogat was then a weekly paper first published from Calcutta in 1918
edited by Mohammad Nasiruddin. The journal plaved a very progressive role
in the contemporary Bengali Mushim society. Mustata Nurul Islam, Sangbad
Patre Jiban O Janamat, p. 449.
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(Nazrul lost his speech quite suddenly in July, 1942 at the age of 43. He
suffered from scvere brain damage and although he lived till August, 1976,

he remained invalid.)

*| All translations of the extracts from Nazrul's poems and
the English titles of the names of the poems are mine. Those

are hiteral translations trom original Bengali writings of Nazrul.)
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SECTION - 11

CHAPTER -4 : ANALYSIS OF NOVELS



MOHAMMAD NAJIBUR RAHMAN, ANOWARA

Anowara is a novel published in the year 1914. The novel depicts the
various facets existing in the Bengal Muslim society in the early twentieth
century which was a transitional phase. Although my study begins from the
year 1918, the significance of the novel cannot be overlooked. The novel
serves as a kaleidoscope through which one can get a clear picture of the

Muslim society in rural Bengal in the early twentieth century.

The novelist, Mohammad Najibur Rahman (1860-1923) hailed from
Pabna.l He was a teacher by profession and most of his life was spent in
the village. He was associated with politics but never seriously involved in
any movement. His first book Bilati Barjan Rahashya (Mystery Behind
the Swadeshi Movement) written in 1905, was based on the Swadeshi
movement in Bengal.2 The book was banned by the British government.3
Najibur Rahman had attended the founding meeting of the Muslim League
in Dacca in 1906 but had never participated actively in politics.4 He wrote
several novels of which Anowara (1914) and Goriber Meye (1923) are

1. Anisuzzman, Muslim - Manas O Bangla Sahitya (A Critical Analysis of
the Muslim Literateurs in Bengali), Dhaka, 1971. 3rd ed. 1983. P. 369.

2. Ibid. P. 369.

3. Ibid. P. 369.

4. Ibid. P. 369.
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worth-noting. He was a popular novelist in his times mainly in the rural and
semi-urban Bengali Muslim society. His novels were mostly didactic and

were based on rural social life of the Bengali Muslims.

Anowara is mainly a novel based on love and marntal relationship
between the heroine of the novel named Anowara (String of Stars) and her
husband Nurul Islam, an educated jute merchant.0 The novel gives an
insight into the Muslim society in rural Bengal when various changes and
developments had been taking place both at urban and rural levels. There
existed in rural Bengal, social stratification, ashraf - atrap distinction, the
flexibility of such stratification through upward social mobility, the social
hierarchy and the cultural distinction between the so-called respectable
society, i.e. the ashrafs or the richer peasants belonging to the upper strata
and the atraps, the landless or poorer peasants, upholding the local peasant

culture.” The novel also exposes the condition of education and economy,

5. Firdous Azim and Niaz Zaman (ed.) Infinite Variety, Women in Society
and Literature, Dhaka, 1994, p. 130.

6. The meaning of the name Anowara is taken from the paper "The New
Woman in literature and the novels of Ngjibur Rahman and Rokeya
Sakhawat Hossain" by Sonia Nishat Amin, in Ibid. p. 131.

7. Mohammad Najibur Rahman, Anowara, place of publication ? (either
Rajshahi or Dacca) 1914. 15th ed. Dacca, 1985. pp. 27, 31. References
have been made about these social titles in various places of the novel.
Social stratification in rural Bengal was significantly extensive. There were
about twelve low - status groups like Sardar, Biswas, Mongol, Joddar,
Tarafdar etc. besides the lesser ashrafs like the Syeds, Khondkars, etc. See,
Rafiuddin Ahmed, The Bengal Muslims, 1871 - 1906, A Quest for
Identity, Delhi, 1981. 2nd ed. Delhi, 1988, PP. 15-18.
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social evils, conservativeness, existing taboos and the syncretic influence in

the rural Muslim community.

Pabna, the district where the novelist was born and the background of
the novel set, was historically a significant place. It was mainly a Muslim
majority district, comprising about 75% of the population there, most of
them being peasants.8 There was strained relationship between the
peasantry and the landlords. There was constant peasant unrest. The Pabna
Revolt (1872-73) was an example of serious peasant uprising in the region.?
By the late nineteenth century there was widespread jute cultivation in the
district.10  Most of the peasants cultivated jute and jute trading was the
main economic activity in the region. Agents from Calcutta, both non-
Bengali and European, appointed local traders to collect jute from peasant
farms and those were sent to Calcutta. Belgaon, mentioned in the novel was
an important port, handling jute exportation and a busy jute trading centre.

Nurul Islam, the central character in the novel, was employed as the chief

8. Sufia Ahmed, Muslim Community in Bengal, 1884 - 1912, Dacca, 1974,
p. 236. This figure was according to the 1901 Census Report. Muslim
population in Northern Bengal was nearly three-fifths. Pabna is in Northern
Bengal.

9, Rafiuddin Ahmed, op.cit. p. 62. Also see, Rajat Kanta Ray, Social
Conflict and Political Unrest in Bengal, 1857 - 1927, Delhi, 1984.
pp. 62-64, 73. Sirajganj in Pabna district was a volatile place for peasant
umest.

10.  Rajat Kanta Ray, Ibid. p. 62. Jute cultivation spread in the district

after the Mutiny (1857-58) and the famine of 1865-66.
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agent for the Belgaon Jute Company, who bought jute from various peasants
in the locality and the outskirts and sent the jute to Calcutta. 1l There was,
therefore, constant contact with Calcutta, the great metropolis, Jute was
brought from Pabna, pressed into bales and sent by rail or steamer from the
Belgaon port to Calcutta.]2 Most of the agents employed in the rural

markets were literate youths, coming mainly from the smaller gentry.13

The novel i1s set on the background of the First World War (1914-
1919). The war had affected the economy and there was a serious slump in
the jute market. Jute price reached its lowest level in those years. The rural
gentry involved in this trade shifted to other jobs, like teaching and services
in government offices. This shift had however started by the beginning of the
twentieth century when the educated Muslim youths in the countryside were

discontented by the economic situation, the Swadeshi movement and non-co-

11.  Najibur Rahman, Anowara, p. 23.

12.  Sufia Ahmed, op.cit. p. 104. The author mentioned the importance of
Pabna and Sirajganj as jute trading centres and as distributing centres for
imports of other necessary goods for the peasants like, salt, cloth, sugar, etc.
Also see, Rajat Kanta Ray, op. cit. p. 46.

13.  Najibur Rahman, Anowara, p. 27. Nurul Islam was educated at Calcutta.
See, Rajat Kanta Ray, op. cit. pp. 45 - 46. The author mentioned the

involvement of literate youths in jute-trading agencies in Bengal.
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operation and were drawn to various professions.14 In the novel, Nurul

Islam, after his ordeal in a false theft case and his mental suffering for
suspecting his wife of inchastity, takes up the career of independent business
at the advice of his wife, with whom he had started a happy marriage life
after his discovery that his suspicion was false.!9 Najibur Rahman
personally preferred that Muslim youths in Bengal should get more
interested in trade and commerce.10 Besides, getting higher education and
going for jobs, they should also get interested in doing business. The
emerging English - educated Muslim youths in Bengal in the early
twentieth century had to face tough competition for jobs with the Hindu
candidates, who in most cases, were comparatively better qualified. The
author of the novel encouraged higher education for Muslim youths and also
advocated female education. He was a very progressive writer in his times.
He had repeatedly expressed the need for English education and female
education for the Muslims of Bengal. In Anowara, the hero of the novel,

Nurul Islam, when proposed by his elders for marriage, preferred to

14. Rajat Kanta Ray, op.cit. pp. 66-67, 73. Anti-Swadeshi and anti-Hindu
movement was strong in Sirajganj and various places of Pabna. Many poor
Muslims left the service of their Hindu employers, lands of the Hindu
Zamindars lay uncultivated, there was also boycott by Muslim share-
croppers. The local maulvis , however, had a significant role in instigating
and inciting the Muslims*n the region.

15.  Najibur Rahman, Anowara, pp. 212-213.

16.  Anisuzzaman, op. cit. p. 369.
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marry an educated girl. 17 There was tendency, which is still existing in the

present society, that a girl of fair complexion and of higher class or ashraf

family is more preferred for marriage. But, it is significant to note that Nurul

Islam was determined to marry an educated girl and refused to marry any

girl of higher social status even if she was pretty 18 Nurul Islam chose to

marry Anowara because she had education and made an independent

decision disregarding the customary tradition. Nurul Islam was the epitome

of the emerging modern Muslim youth.

Anowara, the heroine of the novel, gives the image of the "new

woman" emerging in the early decades of the twentieth century in the

Bengali Muslim Society.]9 She is portrayed in the novel as a sharif

17.
18.

19.

Ibid. p. 30.

Ibid. p. 30. Also see, G. Murshid, Reluctant Debutante : Response of
Bengali Women to Modernization 1849-190S, Rajshahi, 1983. The
author mentioned the influence of the Hindu reformists and the progressive
"Young Bengal” group for initiating modernization among both men and
women in Bengal. Men also inspired modernization among Bengali women
and the women responded to such modemization. pp. 28-29. Anowara

depicted the presence of such a trend among the Bengali Muslim society.

Firdous Azim and Niaz Zaman (ed.) op. cit. pp. 130-131. The idea of the
"New Woman" is dealt with in chapter IX of the book by Sonia Nishat
Amin, who pointed out that the influence of the Brahmo movement in
Bengal had greatly contributed to the emancipation of women, among the
Hindus in the early part of the nineteenth century and the idea got
disseminated in the Muslim community by the early twentieth century. Ibid.
pp. 125-129. Also see, G. Murshid, op. cit. pp. 58-59.
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girl, married at sixteen but had received a fairly good education.
Anowara was born in a well-to-do peasant family, married to an educated
person, became a model wife and house-keeper and eventually accepted in
the rural society as a sharif woman. This transitional stage in the Bengali
Muslim society in respect to female education and discouraging of the
practice of purdah or seclusion is pointed out in the novel. The novelist
gives an insight into the position of women in rural Bengal. Although they
were not strictly secluded, the practice of purdah was maintained. Purdah
was a symbol of belonging to sharif family. Social prestige depended on the
adoption of purdah. The lower - class women worked while the upper -

class were restricted to their home.

The novel points out the frequent practice of polygamy in the rural
Muslim society. Both Anowara and Nurul Islam had stepmothers. The
stepmotherly treatment to the children hindered positive upbringing of the
children. In most cases, the spontaneous, natural mental development of the
children were hampered. Girls were forced to early marriage and their
education discontinued. Najibur Rahman discouraged this system of
polygamy which is allowed in Islamic shariah. A very progressive and
conscious author, he advocated the discarding of evils existing in the society

and the conservativeness and religious fear among Muslim of rural Bengal.
Najibur Rahman also depicted the syncretic influences in the rural

society. Although the village people were normally religious, constantly

influenced by the village mullahs and maulvis , there also existed in the
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society the practice of rural and folk culture, which was a blend of the age -
old Hindu rituals and Islamic customs. In the novel the author mentioned
the popularity of the puthis which narrated mythical and popular religious
storics of both Hindu and Muslim sources. Strict following of the religious
texts and the teachings of the Islamic shariah did not affect the following of
folk practices by the rural Muslims. Anowara had read the Quran, the
Meftahul Jinnat, the Rahe Nazat, the Padma Nama, Gulistan and also
the Charu Pat, Sitar Banabash, the Meghnad Badh Kabya, which
shows the syncretic influence dominating the rural Muslim society.20 In
the novel, Anowara sought the help of a Vhaishnav woman who practiced
witcheraft and sorcery. Anowara also accepted the idea of treatment of pirs
and fakirs when her husband was seriously ill. Influence of local practices
and the deep - rooted belief in pirs, fakirs and darvesh were common in

rural society.2] It is interesting to note that the influence of the Tarigah-i-

20. Najibur Rahman, Anowara , pp. 3, 6. Folk practices and popular culture in
rural Bengal were a blend of Hindu and Muslim religious beliefs, mysticism
and rituals. The two traditions, the "great” and the "little", i.e. the "high
culture" which got introduced into the folk or local culture, called the "little”
or the "low culture” had long affected each other and this phenomenon was
dominant in rural Bengal.

21.  See, John Takle, "Islam in Bengal", The Moslem World, Vol. IV.
London, January 1914, No. 1. Another article by John Takle, "Popular
Islam in Bengal and how to Approach 1t", The Moslem World, Vol. IV.
London, October 1914, No. 4. The Moslem World was published from
London since 1911. Later it was published from Hatford. New York. Also
see, Robert Redficld, Peasant Soclety and Culture, the University of
Chicago Press, 1960. 2nd ed. 1961. pp. 41-42. The phrases "great” and the
“little" tradition, "high" and "low" culture have been coined by the author.



Muhammadiyah and the Wahabi movement was great in eastern Bengal,
particularly Pabna.22 Propaganda against any anti-Shariah activity was
strong in the district. This aspect is also depicted in the novel. Anowara,
from her early life was a deeply religious girl. When her husband fell ill, and
doctor's medicine worked slow, she accepted the treatment of pirs and
fakirs and very hesitantly sought the help of the vaishnav woman who
assured her of curing her husband if she followed her advice. Anowara knew
that it was against the Islamic shariah to follow the vaishnav woman's
rituals.23 It was when she went out at the depth of the fixed night that she
was abducted by the licentious Abbas and his associates. Abbas was the son
of a wealthy peasant. The author shows in the novel that even though
religion dominated the life of rural people, faith in local and mystical rituals
was also strong in them. The author also pointed out the evil nature of the
so-called, sharifs in rural Bengal. Najibur Rahman highlighted the
conservativeness and ignorance of the rural people and pointed out that even
after receiving education, the rural Muslims had not yet become ready to
shake - off the existing taboos and customs . The beginning of the twentieth
century was actually a very transitional phase for the rural Muslims, both
economically and socially. The novelist does not go into politics but has
given a very transparent picture of the religious, social and economic life of

the rural Muslims.

22. Raﬁutlin Ahmed, op. cit. p. 40.
23.  Najibur Rahman, Anowara, pp. 127-128.
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As a literateur, Najibur Rahman followed the classical prose writing of
Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Mir Mosharraf Hossain and other
contemporary writers.24 Not much credit is given to the linguistic quality of
his novel but Anowara is considered as a classic novel on the Muslim
society in rural Bengal. Although the novelist has portrayed the character of
Anowara as a model Muslim girl with basic education on religious and social
life, capable of running the household, a faithful and devoted wife, but the
idea of the emerging "new woman" is not fully exposed in the novel. The
novel was written in 1914 and the aspect of the 1dea of the "new woman" or
the emergence of the bhadramohila in the Bengali Muslim society had not
yet occurred. The author was more concerned of the domestic life of women
in the Muslim society and gave a glimpse through the character of Anowara
of how a Bengali Muslim woman should be. Another significant point
worth-mentioning about the novel and the novelist is that no where had the
author made any reference to communal relationship. Najibur Rahman had
also written other novels like Goriber Meye (1923), Meherunnessa
(1923) where he advocated communal harmony ianite of all religious and
cultural differences, female education and social uplifiment through

progressive ideas.23

24.  Mustafa Nurul Islam, Muslim Bangla Sahitya (Bengali Muslim
Literature), Rajshahi, 1968. p. 59.
25.  Anisuzzaman, op. cit. pp. 370 -371.
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KAZI EMDADUL HUQ, ABDULLAH

Novels, in general, are fictional works but some novels are based on the
historical and political background of a particular time. Some are biographical
novels and some are autobiographical, which are comparatively more
revealing of the time. Attempts have been made by scholars like, Najma
Jasmin Chowdhury to study novels in the context of political events in Bengal
during the years roughly from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth
century.l Anisuzzaman has also analysed the literary works of Muslim
authors of Bengal in the nineteenth and early twentieth century to depict the
trends of thought of the Muslims in Bengal.2 Both Asim Roy 3 and Rafiuddin
Ahmed?4 have used literary works like puthis and biographies of the late
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and the late eighteenth and the nineteenth
centuries to signify the two contradictory trends of syncretism and
Islamization respectively in the Bengal Muslim society. Novels like Shei
Shomoy (1981 and 1982) by Shunil Gangapadhyay depicts the Hindu society
in Bengal in the first half of the nineteenth century.3 The novel exposes the
conservativeness of the Hindu society in Bengal and at the same time reflects
on how the English - educated Hindu youths challenged the established ideas

1. Najma Jasmin Chowdhury, Bangla Uppannash O Rajniti (Bengali Novels and
Politics), Bangla Academy, Dhaka, 1980.

2. Anisuzzaman, Muslim-Manas O Bangla Sahitya (A critical Analysis of the Muslim
Literateurs in Bengali), Muktadhara, Dhaka. 3rd. ed. 1983 (1st. pub. 1964).

3. Asim Roy, The Islamic Syncretistic Tradition in Bengal, Princeton University
Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1983.

4. Rafiuddin Ahmed, The Bengal Muslim-A Quest for Identity, 1871-1906, Oxford
University Press, New Delhi, 2nd ed. 1988 (1st pub. 1981).

5. Shunil Gangapadhyay, Shei Shomoy (Those days), Vol. 1, Ananda Publishers Pvt.
Ltd. Calcutta : 1981. Shei Shomoy, Vol. 2, Ananda Publishers Pvt. Ltd. Calcutta :
1982.
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and beliefs of their society. They shocked the Hindu conservative society by
publicly eating beef which is prohibited by their religion. They pressed for the
abolition of Sati (wife accompanying her dead husband in the pyre) and
campaigned for widow remarnage. Similar reflections on the Bengali Muslim
society in the first half of the present century have been made by Abu Jafar
Shamsuddin (1911-1988) in his novel Padma Meghna Jamuna ( published
in 1974). 6 He has depicted the hopes and aspirations, the response of the
educated Muslim youths to political trends in the period and the
contradictions and frustrations of the rising Muslim middle class in Bengal.
Other novels like Shangshaptak’ by Shahidullah Kaiser and Prem Nei 8 by
Gour Kishore Ghose (Published in 1965 and 1981 respectively) are
worthmentioning for the study of social and political trends of the Bengali
Muslim society in the first half of the present century. Abdullah is novel,
more realistic, in the sense that it was written by an author who lived
in the period he wrote on. The novel was written between 1918 and
1926 which was published in thirty series in the monthly literary journal,
the Moslem Bharat.® The author could not complete the novel since
he died in 1926 but left manuscript for two chapters and sketch for the
rest of the novel. Kazi Anwarul Qadir comple_ted the novel which was

6. Abu Jafar Shamsuddin, Padma Meghna Jamuna, Navajiban Prakashani, Dhaka :
1974. The novel was written in the 1960's but published in 1974. Padma Meghna
Jamuna are the names of three rivers in Bengal.

7. Shaidullah Kaiser, Shangshaptak, Muktadhara, Dhaka : 3rd. ed. 1975, (1st. ed.
1965).

8. Gour Kishore Ghose, Prem Nel, (Without love) Ananda Publishers Pvt. Lid.
Calcutta : rpt. (1st. Published in 1981).

9. Moslem Bharat, a monthly literary journal which was published from Calcutta for a
year and a half since May, 1920. The journal emphasized on improving the condition
of the Muslim community in Bengal and also maintaining a harmonious communal
relation in the province. See, Mustafa Nurul Islam, Shamaik Patre Jiban O
Janamat, 1901-1930 (Public Opinion as Reflected in the Press, 1901-1930). Bangla
Academy, Dhaka, 1977. P. 438.
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published in 1933 from the Musalman Press, Calcutta. 10

Abdullah has been considered a classic work on the conditions of
Bengali Muslims at the turn of the century. Abdullah represents the
transformations taking place in the Bengali Muslim society in the late
nineteenth and early twe:ntieth century. Backwardness in education,
economic distress, religious and social orthodoxy had led the Muslims of
Bengal to a state of paralysis. Various complexities as a result of these
drawbacks contributed to worsening of relation between Hindus and
Muslims. The author depicts the existing tensions and complexities within the
Muslim community in Bengal and at the same time reflects on a parallel
development of commnal hatred among the Muslims and Hindus which was
to take a serious turn in a few decades.

The central character of the novel was Abdullah, the son of a
professional Pir. His father's profession was in decline. Abdullah received
English education and was about to take his Bachelor's examination when his
father died. Abdullah refused to follow his ancestral profession of pirism or to
be maulvi (priest). Abdullah learnt English because his father had realized the
practical importance of learning the language and had wanted his son to learn
English though not without fear that English education would ruin his Islamic
manners. There was a common belief among the older generation of Muslims
that the younger generation was losing Islamic values by learning English.11

10.  Abdul Qadir ed. Kazi Emdadul Huq Rachanabali (Complete Works of Kaz
Emdadul Huq), Vol. 1. Kendrio Bangla Unnayan Board (Central Board for
development of Bengali), later named Bangla Academy Dhaka, 1968. P. 656.

11.  Amalendu De, Islam in Mordern India, Maya Prakashan, Calcutta, 1982. P. 33.
English language was considered Kufr-e-Kalam (language of the infidels) and Elm-
e-Bedin (irreligious teaching ) by the orthodox Muslims. See, Mustafa Nurul Islam,
op. cit. pp. 5, 8. But, there was a strong opinion among Muslims in Bengal by the
carly twenticth century in favour of leaming English. Ibid. pp.. 4-6. See, The
Pracharak, 2nd. yr,9th. issue, 1900; Nabanur, 1st. yr. 11th issue, 1903; The Islam
Pracharak, 6th yr. 8th issue, 1905; The Islam Pracharak, 8th. yr. 11th issue, 1907.
Ibid. Also see, Amalendu De, Bangali Buddhijibi O Bichinnatabad (Bengali
Intelligentsia and separatism), Calcutta, 1974. pp. 217-218.
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The older generation believed that their sons should keep away from
learning English because it was the language of the Christians, that is, the
non-Muslims. Learning English meant that those youths came in contact with
western ideas of liberalism and rationalism and began to question the
orthodox views of their parents. Abdullah wanted to take up teaching as a job
and thought of studying Law after saving some money in a few years time. He
was married to a family which prided in its social status as ashraf. His father-
in law, Syed Abdul Quddus symbolized the older generation of Muslims who
were puritan and orthodox in their social views. Syed Shaheb,* as he was
popularly known, was an ashraf with a decaying financial condition but
retaining a pride of his earlier social and economic position of superiority.12
He disliked the idea that his son-in-law, Abdullah would give up the
profession of pirism and take up a job in the secular field. He had disowned
his own son, Abul Kader for taking up job of a sub-registrar. Syed Shaheb did
not support that Muslim youth should learn English. He believed that the
Sharifs, i.e. the ashrafs must remain in the path of Islam. To him, learning
English and taking up jobs meant losing faith in religion. Abdullah's wife,
Saleha commented about her father's disliking,

“Frat #AFE SITd ST Al JEICHT TR A1 70 At | 2GRS
*ot, & bIFfld FACe FreT I AWM IS FAF @IS E A1
0 S e ofes FtEA 1”13

(It is the duty of the ashrafs to remain firm on Islam. He does
not like such mundane workslike learning English and taking up
jobs because that make one lose faith on religion).

12. *Shaheb indicates a mark of respect used to refer to a gentleman.

13.  Abdul Qadir ed, Kazi Emdadul Huq Rachanabali (Complete Works of Kazi
Emdadul Hug), Vol. 1. p. 30.
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Later, Syed Shaheb expressed his detestation by saying,

“Sity 7o W 2R ~ore T Sy IR AT (@WFE WE WA
WA e fegres T I -9 cdmE ey g fe- 1714

(Now see, why I discourage English education. L.earning English
means completely losing faith on religion and one runs after
worldly gain only).

His view was that Abdullah’s father had wasted money by giving his
son English education. It would have been wiser if Abdullah had continued
his father's profession of pirism and would have earned enough if he had
managed to collect a number of murids (disciples).13 Losing social power and
prestige on the one hand and keeping away from English education on the
other, the ashrafs in rural Bengal in the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth
century remained engrossed in religion. They turned to religion not so much
for spritual uplifiment but for refuge and comfort in distress.16 This tendency
was marked among the older generation of the Muslims. To them learning
English was equal to be nastik (an atheist). Abdullah tried to convince his
wife and father-in-law that the economic condition of the ashrafs was in an
extremely bad shape and thercfore, learning English had become vital for
their survival. They had no other alternative than to learn English and take up
jobs. Abdul Kader, son of Syed Shaheb in the novel, went to see

14. Ibid, p. 57.

15. 1Ibid, p. 58.

16. A. F. Salahuddin Ahmed, Social 1deas and Social Change in Bengal, 1818-1835,
Rddhi, Calcutta, 2nd. ed. 1976. (1st pudb. E. J. Brill, 1965).
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magistrate Mr. Corbett for a job of sub-registrar. Mr. Corbett asked Abdul
Kader in a faunting manner. ___

“Bl HAFTHR TS TG AR (T 51344 w991 67717
(Why do sons of noble families like you need to go for jobs?)

Abdul Kader replied that their economic condition had so deteriorated

that they must now take up jobs. He said,

“HATWE 9733 O9Y] R NE-I1H (SN ©F (2, P | Q47 &)
TAIE TG T FTS AT ASNAR B I &' #1%ta | WA 9sp
W ¥, I, N $B 59 (S Aiea 718

(We are no longer well off economically,Sir. It would be
difficult for us to maintain family unless we earn by different
means. If you are kind Sir, my problem can be solved.)

Mr. Corbett said surprisingly,

PR SEMER TR &S T@ W ans d e | il eese,
WA AR WY AT TIPS IR (¥, TN AT TGS ST |G Al |
@G i, [ @R TEI I, @D ENEE F&X I A FE - 0T
SITWR AR St =8 fom, 1 2a we-aEipf wet ok 653 ane ) 19

17.
18.
19.

Abdul Qadir ed. Kazi Emdadul Huq Rachanabali, Vel. 1. p. 82.
Ibid, p. 82.
Ibid, p. 82.
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(Being a decendent of a Muslim zamidar family you surprise
me by saying so. | have seen there are many among you who do
not give up their vanity even in distress. They think it
humiliating to get educated or to set up a trade. As a result,

their ultimate fate is nothing but either to beg or get involved in
frauds.)

The novel exposes a significant phenomenon existing in the Muslim
society in Bengal and that was pirism. Abdullah's mother also persuaded her
son to continue his father's profession of pirism. But Abdullah pointed out
that pirism was prohibited in Islam. Islam prohibits worship of saints, dead or
alive. Pir is a mystic, a spiritual guide, worshipped by both the masses and
the élites in Bengal. In fact, pirs played a dominant role in rural Bengal. But,
with the Islamic revivalist movements in the mid-nineteenth century onwards
this trend was strongly challenged. The wave of Islamic revivalist spirit had
curbed pirism to some extent but in rural Bengal even in the early twentieth
century pirs retained their earlier popularity although many took to pirism
without religious training or spiritual dedication. During the first decades of
the present century a new generation of educated youths had emerged who
began to oppose the pir-murid practice. Abdullah represented this younger
generation of educated youths.

The other significant feature of the Bengah Muslim society depicted in
the novel was the ashraf and atrap classification which worked deep into the
fabrics of the society. This phenomenon was prominent in rural Bengal
compared to the urban areas where the percentage of Muslims residing was
comparatively much smaller. In Calcutta, for instance, out of a total
population of 900,000 there was approximately 205,000 Muslims, that is,
22.7% in 1921. In 1931 the percentage was 26.20 A vast majority of the

20. K. McPherson, The Muslim Microcosm, Calcutta 1918 to 1935, Franz Steiner
Verlac, Wiesbaden, 1974, p. 9. Also see, Bazlur Rahman Khan, Pelitics in Bengal,
1927-1936. Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, Dhaka, 1987, p. 8.



urban Muslims were mostly migrants and upper-class having connections
with the Muslims in Northern India or with the dominant mercantile group in
Bengal.21 They spoke Urdu and it became a trend among Bengali Muslims to
speak Urdu to signify a mark of nobility and to prove that they were of
foreign stock.22 The ashrafs in the city took to western education and had
entered profession and government services by the 1920's.23 The ashrafs
considered themselves well-born and hated to mix with the atraps. It was
almost an accepted fact in rural Bengal that education was only for the upper-
class Muslims.24 The respectable Muslim families of Bengal were unwilling
to send their children to schools in order to prevent association with children
of lower social status. Nawab Abdul Latif (1826-1893) recommended that
admission into the¢ madrassah should not include children from lower
class.25> The ashrafs objected to the education of lower-class Muslims. This
aspect is depicted explicity in Abdullah. When Abdullah visited the maktab
(private school usually run by the ashrafs in village to teach Arabic at the
primary level) at his father-in-law's house he noticed that the maulvi (priest)
was giving attention only to one group of students sitting at the front and not
to those sitting at the rear. He also noticed that the two groups were

21.  McPherson, op. cit. p. 9. Bazlur Rahman Khan, op. cit. p. 8
22.  McPherson, op. cit. pp. 9, 15.

23.  McPherson, op. cit. p. 15.

24.  Report of the Indian Education Commission, 1882, Calcutta, 1883, Chapter IX,
p.483 mentioned that one of the causes of the backwardness of the Muslims in
education in Bengal was the "unwillingness felt by the better born to associate with
those lower in the social scale".

25. Rafiuddin Ahmed op. cit. p. 23. The Madrassah Committee appointed by the
Government in 1869 included Nawab Abdul Latif (1826-1893) who favoured to
maintain a status-quo in respect of social relationship between the ashsrafs and the
atraps. The committee made its report in 1871.



learning different lessons. When Abdullah enquired about the reason the
maulvi replied prudently,

“Jorel R, @EeaH, =iy Rady s w3en fim weare
@FEFH, @ qR e 0N W b Fedy el
femm1 s@e el WA IR, -----""26

(The fact 1s, my dear brother-in-law, these are sons of the
atraps. Can they be equal to the miahs (ashrafs)? 1 am not
allowed to teach them more than this, ---—-- )

The ashrafs ncver wanted the atraps to receive proper and higher education.
Social discrimination by the ashrafs contributed to the backwardness of
education in rural Bengal. The ashrafs intentionally kept the atraps
backward in education in order to maintain their social leadership.

By the early decades of the twentieth century Muslim youths in Bengal
had started receiving English education and taking up jobs. As a result a new
phenomenon emerged in Bengali society which was the worsening of relation
between the Muslims and the Hindus. The Hindus, far advanced in education,
were in a privileged position in respect of jobs. In 1903, for instance, the
Nabanur2’ mentioned that out of 3 High Court Judges only one was a
Muslim, out of 10 District and Session Judges, two were Muslims, out[62
Sub-Judges, one was a Muslim, out of 340 Munsiffs, 18 were Muslims, out of

26. Kazi Emdadul Huq Rachanabali, op. cit. p. 55.

27. The Nabanur was a monthly literary journal published from Calcutta from May
1903 onwards for four ycars. The object of the journal was to maintain a harmonious
relationship between the Hindu and the Muslim communitics in Bengal. Mustafa
Nurul Islam, op. cit. p. 433.
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529 Deputy Magistrate and Collectors only 76 were Muslims and out of 215
Lawyers of High Court only 11 were Muslims.28

Mr. Corbett, a magistrate in the novel, pointed out to Abdul Kader that

the Hindus were ahead in all spheres of jobs and trades. He said,

“oredl, AR @l fd @R B '@ @Tr - SR
SIS 6 G - D, @I GRS AT GIIF (RS |13,
@18 27 - g’ IIT -5 e LT THA G | FH 6]
(ATHE T B’ THE, (AATS A, WO (F9E S5 B
Ty #'(G A 1729

(See, how the Hindus have developed through education. In
offices and courts,in trade and in commerce wherever we see
natives, most of them are Hindus. Seldom we find a Muslim.
They will gradually control over every aspect of the nation.
You, the Muslims will be there only to hew wood.)

Since the Muslims had started learning English and were willing to take

up jobs but lagged behind, they now sought cooperation and favour from the
British government. Munshi Shahed who was with Abdul Kader, in the novel,
pleaded,

“Ads AN (ol WA EHMR et sWE SR 7' @ dferaiiet 3
A 1, IEHE ASAACVI 9P A8 ToR @ AR TAR A
'@ o 39 |30

28.
29.
30.

Amalendu De, op. cit. p. 31. Also sece, Mustafa Nurul Islam, op. cit. p. 276.
Kazi Emdadul Huq Rachanabali, op. cit. p. 83.
Ibid. p. 83.
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(We will not be able to compete with the Hindus on equal
terms at the beginning. We hope the government will keep a
sympathetic eye to our needs.)

With the partition of Bengal in 1905, a Muslim majority province was
created which included Muslims of Bengali-specaking area of Eastern Bengal
and Assam comprising 59% of the total population of Bengal. 31 The
administration of the new province held out prospect for jobs and also grants
and aid for Muslim education. Between 1906 and 1911, with the increased
grants-in-aid, the number of Muslims in high school in the new province rose
from 8,869 to 20,729 and in the middle English school from 14,100 to
38,702.32 Sir Bampfylde Fuller (1854-1935), first lieutenant Governor of east
Bengal and Assam, openly expressed favour towards Muslim.33 The Hindus,
quite naturally, criticized almost jealously, the British for granting favours to
the Muslims by giving them jobs which would otherwise have gone to the
more eligible and more experienced Hindus. Communal ill-feeling began to
develop as a result. In the novel, Sashi Babu, a Hindu, refused to let his house
to Abdul Kader. This was an open manifestation of communal hatred.
Muslims were not considered gentlemen and were not considered Bengalis by
the Hindus. However, the fact that the Muslims were not considered Bengalis
was the creation of the Muslims themselves. The upper-class Muslims loved
to harp on the idea that they were of foreign origin and hated to speak

Bengali. They felt detested to be called a Bengali. In the novel, Sashi Babu
told Abdul Kader,

“JOI T FARE I RAPR @R ----"34

31.  P. Hardy, The Muslims of British India, Cambridge, 1972. p. 149.
32.  Ibid, p. 151,

33. Ibid, p. 151.

34. Kazi Emdadul Huq Rachanabali, op. cit. p. 109.
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(=== To you MuslimsBengalis mean Bengali Hindus ---- ).
Abdul Kader denied that was so. He did not agree and replied,

“3%, Ol (ol JRIA-- WS (1 IRER---"35

(No, we never think so - we are Benglis as well ----- ). Sashi
babu expressed the reason of his opinion.

WWWHW—W “SPEANHA e §fs '@
FAN TS (" @7 WA o736

(I have heard many Muslims to say, ------ "Muslims are trying
to be Bengalis by wearing dhoti." What does that mean ?)

The upper class Muslims in Bengal preferred to follow the culture of
the Muslims of northern India which was based on the Mughal heritage. Thetr
usual dress was Kurta and Pajama and their language was Urdu.37 The
affectation of the Muslims in Bengal in dress and language was an indication
of their desire to prove their foreign origin. As a result they had to face an
alienation socially. The younger generation of newly educated Muslims
in Bengal realized that affectation in language and dress had contributed
nothing but social and economic backwardness. They had come in contact

35.  Ibid, p. 109.
36. Ibid. p. 109.
37. Rafiuddin Ahmed, op. cit. p. X. (preface to first edition).



with Hindus who dominated the society. They began to imitate the Hindus in
dress wearing dhoti and panjabi to overcome that alienation. This was true
to a certain section of Muslim youths in Bengal who came in touch with the
Hindus in the field of education and jobs.

The novel also exposed the extravagance of the Muslims, both ashrafs
and atraps. Social functions and ceremonies were arranged in grandeur.
Huge sum of money was spent and in case of shortage of money, pieces of
landed property were sold during events like circumcision or wedding. In the
novel, Abdul Quddus, Abdullah's father-in-law, who tried to maintain his
soctal status even by selling land, spent huge sum of money for celebrating
the opening ceremony of his newly-built mosque. Illiteracy, ignorance about
health and sanitation were other shortcomings of the Bengali Muslims which
have been depicted in the novel.

[ All translations from original Bengali are mine.]

( Tis bs  a veweed vercion of e poper reod Ay me  at
e Aemined  earasged g e Basgladesh ATy
Asociakon o Dokt Ui (999 )
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Shaheedullah Kaiser. Sangsaptak

Sangsaptak exposes elaborately the social, political and economic
condition of the two decades before partition of 1947 and the dislocation of
the post-partition days. The novel deals specifically with the events of the
years between 1938 and 1951.1

Born in 1927, the novelist Shaheedullah Kaiser, experienced the whole
gamut of the political and social atmosphere during the 1940's, the war and
the famine, communal riot and partition. Himself an educated youth and
conscious of the existing flaws in the Bengali Muslim society, the author
depicted the futility of the war and the communal riots and closely observed
the disenchantment at the creation of a separate state based on religion.
Sangsaptak reveals the author's opinion and ideological beliefs through the
political conversation and polemic debates between two major characters in
the novel, Sikander and Zahed. Sikander was an educated and politically
conscious teacher of a school at Taltali. Zahed, also an educated youth came
from a rich landholder family and was totally committed to politics. The two

talked of Swaraj and socialism, communal relation and partition of India.

1. Najma Jasmin Choudhury, Bangla Upannash O Rajniti, (Bengali
Novels and Politics), Bangla Academy, Dhaka, 1980. Also see, Jatin
Sarkar, "Jugantarer Ghurnipak O Bangladeshher Upannash" (The
Stormy decades and novels of Bangladesh), Uttaradhikar, Bangla
Academy Journal, Bangla Academy, Dacca, January-March, 1974,
p.34.
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Sikandar believed in the welfare of people irrespective of religion or culture
and did not support division of India on any ground. Zahed, on the other
hand, was educated at Aligarh, and indoctrinated by the Muslim League
politics, argued in favour of partition. Zahed pointed out the communal
tension and expressed his fear that Muslims in India as a munority
community would be in a very unsafe position if the British left without

partitioning India.2

The author reveals the socio-economic and communal relation of the two
adjacent villages Bakulia and Taltali, the first, a Muslim majority area
situated at the south and the second, a Hindu majority one, at the north.
Bakulia was impoverished with most of its residents being peasants.Only
two ashraf families, the Syeds and the Miahs resided there. The Syeds had
left Calcutta for good. They had lost most of their landed property and
sought for better life by receiving education and taking up jobs in urban
centres. Felu Miah, decendant of a zaminder, stayed at Bakulia trying to
regain his past glory and prestige. Felu Miah was a talukder (a petty
landholder) whose pedecessors had lost most of their landed property which

2. Shaheedullah Kaiser, Sangsaptak, Dhaka. 1st published in 19635, 3rd-
ed. 1975, p.115. Sangsaptak as mentioned in Hindu myvthological

epic,the Mahabharata means a soldier who fights bravely till death.
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was taken over by the Hindu mahajans after the permanent Settlement,
1793.3 Felu Mia cursed Cornwallis and hated the Hindus, particularly the
banias and mahajans because his wealth had shifted to their hands.4 His
lean and bare- boned horse symbolised the economic impoverishment of the
ashrafs, who once posessed the wealth to keep horses and elephants.> But,
Felu Mia retained his ashraf status and pride. He refused to take up jobs or
do independent trade or business.® That was against the so-called ashraf
prestige. Felu Mia was rather willing to buy his lost taluks from Ram Dayal,
the Hindu mahajan at Taltali.? Price of rice and jute was high in the pre-
war vears, in 1938-1939 and Felu Mia was able to make some money.3 He
symbolised the conflict existing among the ashrafs in Bengal trying to
regain lost wealth and prestige but being unable to do so, nourished hatred

and vengeance.

The novel starts with the village panchayat headed by Felu Mia, punishing
a Muslim girl, Hurmati, for carrying a child before marriage. Felu Mia,
because of his ashraf status acted as the head of the Pachayat. But, the way

Hurmati was punished with a red -hot coin pressed on her forehead exposed

Shaheedullah Kaiser, Sangsaptak, p.57.
Ibid, p.66.

Ibid. p.69.

Ibid. pp.60-61.

Ibid. pp.63.

Ibid. p.63.
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the cruelty and barbaric attitude to women.? The author exposed the extent
of conservativeness and feudal attitude existing in the Bengali Muslim
society still in the late 1930's. Panchayat - Jamat were a common practice
in Muslim society headed by the village headman, in most cases, an
ashraf.10 Bahas (religious debates) were also common in the villages.11
Ashraf and atrap distinction in rural Bengal is highlighted in the novel. At
the maktab, the atrap children had to sit at the back while the children from
ashraf families used to sit in the front and the teacher used to give them
more attention while teaching.l2 Polygamy was practiced and Muslim men
used to marry more than once disregarding the wishes of the first wife.
Women were not allowed to receive education and had to follow strict

purdah even in the late 1930's.12

The novel also exposes the syncretic influence among the ashrafs in the
Muslim society. Veneration of pirs, visits to mazars and graves of relatives
were common.13 The ashrafs usually patronized the pirs even though in
most cases fake and degenerated.14 Rabu's father was a darvish belonging
to the Syed family of Bakulia, who had left home but ocassionally came to

the village with his murids (disciples). He mustreated his wife all through

9. Ibid. pp.4-9.

10.  Ibid. p.14.

1.  Ibid. p.39.

11.  Ibid. pp,45-46.

12.  Ibid. p.112.

13.  Ibid. pp.126,163.

14.  Ibid. pp. 126,186-195.
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and his battered wife died after giving birth to a dead child. The author
points out in the novel that darvishes and pirs were not always moral or
spiritual. The presence of sufi darvishes at the house of the Syeds depicts
the extent of influence of syncretism among the ashrafs. The darvishes
created a mystical atmosphere while performing dhikr accomparied by loud
music.13 Darvishes of the Nagshbandi order, usually practised dhikr
which means remembering God by repeating His name to the extent of
ecstacy and trance.16 They were non-communal, but often the ashrafs
accepted onlv the mystical part of it. The ashrafs, in most cases, were not
tolerant to other religions. They represented both orthodoxy and heterodoxy
in the Muslim society. The pirs, faqirs and darvishes usually followed a
corrupt form of sufism .17 The ignorant and illiterate masses in Bengal and

the women - folk, totally restricted to home, were also ignorant.

15. Ibid. pp. 186-187.

16. There were two kinds of dhikr-dhikr i jali which meant reciting
aloud and dhikr i khafi, reciting mentally. In the Nagsh_bandi order,
the murid (disciple) closes his eyes, repeats the name of Allah in a
special way, holding his breath, bringing about trance by song and
dance. See, Tara Chand, Influence of Islam on Indian Culture,
Allahabad, 1976. p.65. Also see, Gail Minault Graham, "Akbar and
Aurangzeb—Syncretism and Separatism in Mughal India. A Re-
Examination”, The Muslim World, Vol. LIX. April 1969, No.2.
pp.119-120.

17.  See, John Takle, "Islam in Bengal", The Moslem World, Vol. 1V,
January 1914. No.1. pp.16-17.
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They obeyed the pirs and faqirs blindly. In the novel, Rabu only fourteen
years old, was forcefully married to the aged pir, chosen by her darvish
father.18 Zahed, the epitome of the younger generation of educated
Muslims, revolted to such excesses of conservativeness and orthodoxy and
at the same time, to the practice of distorted and corrupt form of sufism. The
English educated Muslim youths in Bengal were largely progressive who
rejected the absurdity of such conservativeness like polygamy, child
marriage and purdah but in most cases lacked courage to protest against
such social evils. Zahed, educated at Aligarh and rationalistic in his views,

demonstrated his protest by driving out the pir and his disciples out of the

village.19

The novel also highlighted the controversy between the Deoband and the
Aligarh school of thought in respect to politics in India. The Deobandis had
supported the Indian National Congress since the early 1920's. They were
religiously fundamentalists but tolerant to the non-Muslims. They wanted
India as an "indivisable whole" and reacted sharply to the Lahore Resolution
adopted by the Muslim League in March, 1940.20 The Indian ulama who
believed in upholding the Muslim legal tradition and the purified principles
of Islam, were considered as orthodox. But, in political sense they were

secular. They opposed the "two-nation" theory arguing that partition of the

18. Sangsaptak, pp.193-194.

19.  Sangsaptak, pp.204-205.

20. M.S. Agwani, Islamic Fundamentalism in India, Chandigarh, 1986.
pp.18,24-25.
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country would split the Muslim community into a smaller and less effective
minority.2] Husain Ahmad Madani (1879- 1957), the chief spokesman of
the Jamiat -ul-ulama-i-Hind believed in the theory of "Composite
nationalism” (muttahidah qawmiyat), by which he meant that Indians had
one thing in common and that was their Indianness, disregarding their
religious and cultural differences.22 He blamed the British for economic and
political backwardness of the Indian Muslims. He believed that the British
colonial rule had systematically destroyed the educational and legal
institutions of the Muslims in India.23 The ulama of the Jamiat-ul-ulama-i-
Hind and of the Deoband considered the Pakistan movement a "death-knell"
for the Muslim of the regions where they were a minority communtiy.24
They came in direct conflict with the Aligarh-based Muslim thought and the
Muslim League for propagating the doctrine of Islamic nationalism and
"two-nation" theory. The Aligarh Muslim University became the ‘emotional
centre of Pakistan demand. This institution was not originally anti-Hindu or
anti-Congress. It had propagated rationalistic ideals during the Khilafat and

non - co-operation movement in the 1920's. Because Aligarh was an

21.  Ibid. p.25.
22.  Ibid. p.25.
23.  Ibid. p.25.

24. Ibid. pp.25-26.
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educational centre, it created a large section of educated youths who later
provided intellectual and political leadership for the Muslims in India.23 The
Aligarh-influenced nationlist Muslims were in many ways progressive in
modern thought but gradually becoming less secular. They were modern in
religious sense that they interpreted Islam in a more rationalistic manner but
formulation of "two-nation" theory and demand for partition of India on
religious ground put them in a way to a category of “pseudo or quasi-
modernists".20 The non-Deobandi ulama formed the Jamiat-ul-ulama -i-
Islam and supported the "two-nation" theory and the demand for separate
homeland.27 There was conflict between the Jamait-ul-ulama-i-Hind and
the Jamiat-ul-ulama-i- Islam on the question of partition. The vlamas were
divided among themselves. There were conferences in Bengal where ulamas
of the Jamtat-ul-ulama-i- Hind expressed their support for Muslim League.

In November 1938 a Muslim Conference was held at Sylhet'where

25. Ibid. pp.23-24. Also see, Mushirul Hasan, "Nationalist and Separatist
trends in Aligarh, 1915-47", The Indian Economic and Social
History Review, Vol. XXII, No. L. Delhi, January-March, 1985. P.3.

26. Dietmar Rothermund (ed.) Islam in Southern Aisa. A Survey of
Current Research. Wiesbaden, 1975. p.50.

27. The ulama of Bengal formed the Nikhil Bharat Jamiat-ul- ulama-i-
Islam in October 1945. See, Amalendu De, Islam in Modern India,
Culcutta, 1982. p.220.
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Nawab Habibullah and Maulana Azad Sobhani urged the Muslims to join
the Muslim League.28 The Jamiat-ul-ulama-i-Bangala had been formed in
1921 which preached the need for spread of education, social reform and
unity among Muslims in Bengal.29 The ulamas of this organization also
pointed out in the 1930's that the majority of the Muslims in Bengal were
losing confidence on the nationalist Muslims and on the ulamas who had

supported the Congress.30 They also began to support the demand for
partition.

In the novel, the author has highlighted this aspect of conflict between the
Deobandi and the nationalist ulama versus the supporters of the Muslim
League, indoctrinated mostly by the Aligarh movement which upheld the
right of the Muslimsin India as a separate nation%gﬁnct culture, religion
and language. Sikandar, represented in the novel as an idealist and a
socialist, pointed out that partition of the country would not bring any good
to the Muslim community. Majority of the Muslims, being peasants and in
depressed economic condition, needed good harvest, better price for their

crops. education for their children and a bania and mahajan- free society.31

28. Muhammad Abdullah, Rajneetite Bongyo Ulamar Bhumika (Role
of the Ulama of Bengal in Politics), Dhaka, 1995, p.106.

29. Ibid. p.96.

30. Ibid. p.107.

31. Sangsaptak, pp.196-197, 227-229.
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He contradicted with Zahed, supporter of the Muslim League demand for a
separate nation who argued that after partition those things could be
achieved easily.32 What was needed, Zahed argued, was the realization by
the Muslim masses that the British and the Hindu mahajan were their real
enemies and that they had to build up a movement in favour of partition.33
Zahed criticized the Deobandi ulama and the nationalist Muslims who had
opposed the idea of partitioning India.34 The novel exposes the attitude of
the educated Muslim youth in the early 1940's when socialist ideas had
infiltrated inio their minds making them secular in their political outlook and
at the same time made them aware of the negative attitude of the politicians
of both the Congress and the Muslim League about any compromise on
keeping India  united. Their half-hearted efforts for improving the
condition of the general masses had, in fact, confused them. They were
sceptical about the need for partition, whether at all partition would solve the
genuine problems of the Bengali Muslims.3> The author a]so exposes in the

novel the horrifving effect of the famine in Bengal in 1943 when about

32.  Ibid. pp.196-197.
33.  Ibid. p. 197.

34.  Ibid. pp.196,227.
35.  Ibid. pp. 358-359.
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thirty-five lakh people died and nearly thirty thousand women took to
prostitution for want of food.30 Calcutta city was swarmed by famine-
stricken people. Gruel kitchens were opened, Bengal medical relief
committees and food committees were formed. The novel points out the
malpractices carried out by the hoarders, smugglers and blackmarketeers

who made money out of the misery of millions of unfed people.37

About a hundred pages or so of the novel deals with the complication of the
urban life during the war, famine and the communal riot. During famine
refugees fluxed to Calcutta; lands were left uncultivated due to war,
smuggling of food and essential things went on rampant, peasant girls were
taken forcefully to entertain the soldiers.38 In the midst of famine and war-
time dislocation communalism reached to the highest peak. As the war
ended in 1945, Hindu hatred of the Muslims increased.39

36. Ibid. pp. 342-343. These figures are given in Gautam Chatterjee (ed.)
Itihas Anushandhan (Historical Research), Vol. III, Calcutta, 1988.
p.469. This book contains papers read at the Fourth Annual
Conference of the West Bengal Itihas Sangsad.

37. Sangsaptak, pp.255-256.

38. Ibid. pp.259-269.

39. Ibid. pp.292-295.
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When the Second World War started in 1939, Congress government in the
provinces resigned but the Muslim League ministry continued to govern in
Bengal. The British government was unhappy with the Congress leaders
because they had declined to support the British war effort. Many Congress
leaders and activists were in prison during the "Quit India" movement in
1942.40 The Hindus remained in a low profile and according to the author
apparently non-communal during the war but as the war ended they began
to express their hatred of the Muslims.41 They blamed the Muslims for
increase of communalism in the province and for the commual riot in 1946.
The author believes that the Hindus were also to be blamed equally for the
riot and the Great Calcutta killing in August, 1946.42 The novel depicts the
orgy of killing, looting and burning that went on in Calcutta city on 16 and
17 August 1946.43 The Hindus raised “Bande Mataram” slogan and

40. Leonard A. Gordon, Bengal : The Nationalist Movement 1876-
1940. New Delhi, Ist. ed. 1974. rpt. 1979. p.289.

41  Sangsaptak, pp.295-298.

42.  Ibid. pp. 308-309, Also, see Leonard A. Gordon, op. cit. pp.291,369
n.116.

43. Sangsaptak, pp.308-309, 310-311.
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killed the Muslims, burnt and ramshacked houses. 44 There were however,
many Hindus who gave shelter to Muslims during the riot and vice versa.
The author raises one crucial question as to the legitimacy of creating a
separate nation or partition of India on the basis of religion. The author's
secular attitude to politics and tolerance to other religions is revealed in the
novel. The characters portrayed in the novel depict the communal
atmosphere prevailing in the pre-partition days. There were many among
both the communities who were not communal and who felt such bloodshed

and massacre were unnecessary.45

In the last over hundred and fifty pages of the novel the author gives a
glimpse of the Muslim society in the post-partition days. Most significant
aspect depicted in the novel is the freedom of women who had begun to take
part in music and drama and in social services. They had broken the
traditional norm of staying home and had started to go to theatrc;s, clubs and
restaurants and mixing freely with men. The author pionted out the negative
side of it through the sequence of the story that sudden freedom normally
brings disasters and disintegration in society. Freedom attained after
tribulation and suffering is more fruitfully used. The complications of the
urban life, particularly human relationship which lacked simplicity, honesty,
sincerity. love and affection is revealed through the incidents revolving
around Malu's life in Dacca. Life in the then East-Pakistan, hopes and

aspirations of the Muslim in their newly independent land is depicted here.

44.  Ibid. p.311.
45 Ibid. pp.320-335.
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Bengali Muslim youths were getting involved in business and trade and
hoping to make wealth by whatever means.#6 Women were liberated but in
spite of educating themselves or taking up professions in most cases they
were more interested in enjoying life.47 The author wants to make a point
that in spite of building the newly independent nation, people were more
concerned with getting rich quickly and their attitude getting more self-
centered. The author makes this observation through Mr. Rakib's comments
in the novel 48 Two female characters in the novel are symbolic of two
different attitudes to life. Rabu had attained freedom afier strict social
bindings and much tribulations, while Rehana attained freedom due to
relaxed social conditions after the partition. Rabu took up education and
gave service to the society by working in volunteer camps during famine and
riot while Rehana craved for material things, foreign goods, like cosmetics
made in Europe, and enjoying life freely. Attitude of women had changed
greatly just as attitude to women had changed within a gap of only two
decades. The author believed that independecne had brought only superficial
changes in the society. Poverty, illiteracy and ignorance remained as before.
Life of the common man had not changed. Only middle class benefitted from
it. At the end of the novel, Zahed, who once argued in favour of partition
was disenchanted and got involved in Communist movement for which he

got arrested. Communist party was banned in the new country then.

46.  Ibid. pp. 362.
47.  Tbid. pp.359-360.
48.  Ibid. p.358.
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The novel remains as a classic work on the period under Krishak-Proja
Party and Muslim-League coalition ministry, the passing of the Tenancy
Acts, the war years, faminc, riot, partition and the post-partition days
leading to the year 1951. The next vear, 1952 ushered in a new era through
the language movement for the Bengalees which led them to realize the
mistake of dividing India on religious ground. Linguistic identity then
became the basis of their movement for liberation from Pakistan. The author
Shaheedullah Kaiser was himself killed by the agents of the Pakistan army

when they were defeated in the war of liberation in December, 197142

49. Shaheedullah Kaiser was taken by the razakars who were
collaborators of the Pakistan army on thfa night of December 14, 1971
and killed. See, foreword of the novel, p.2. Also see, Charitavidhan
(Dictionary of Biography), Bangla Academy, Dhaka, 1985. pp.245-

246 for information on his life.
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ABU JAFAR SHAMSUDDIN, PADMA MEGHNA JAMUNA.

Abu Jafar Shamsuddin's autobiographical novel Padma Meghna
Jamuna, was his magnum opus, written in the 1960's and published in 1974.
Padma Meghna Jamuna spreads over a wide canvass and depicts the hopes
and aspirations, the frustrations and contradictions of the rising Muslim
middle class in Bengal. Abu lJafar Shamsuddin, at once a realist and a
romantic, with the experience of his own life, has highlighted the
transformations and developments taking place in the social and political
spheres of the Muslim society in Bengal particularly in the 1930's and in the
1940's.1

Abu Jafar Shamsuddin came in contact with modern liberal
and humanist thought through the poems of Kazi Nazrul Islam and his

1. Abu Jafar Shamsuddin was born in 1911 in a lower middle class Muslim
family in the village of Dakhinbagh under Kaliganj upazilla in the district of
Gazipur near Dhaka. His father was a maulvi and an heir to a decaying semi-
feudalistic social and e¢conomic condition. Wahabi influence fell on his
family which led them to give up religious prejudices like arranging feasts at
mazars and going to pirs in order to absolve themselves of sin, to cure
diseases or to pray for good harvest. Abu Jafar Shamsuddin learnt Arabic,
Persian, Urdu and Bengali at childhood from his father. He passed his
Madrassa examination in 1925 from his village school and got admitted to
calss VII at the Dhaka Madrassa (the new scheme Madrassa, founded in
1874) from where he passed Matriculation in 1928. He studied at Dhaka
Intermediate College for about a year and gave up formal education. He fled
to Calcutta around 1929, as he admitted later, with the romantic idea of doing
something for his motherland by contributing to the nationalist movement.
This he said at an interview with the Bangladesh Television, Dhaka taken in
1986 and recast on 27.8.19%8.
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acquaintances with poet Benazir Ahmed (1903-1983), poet Abdul Qadir
(1906-1984), Ashraf Ali Khan (1901-1939) and his contemporary journalists
like Abul Kalam Shamsuddin (1897-1978) and Abul Mansur Ahmad (1897-
1979). They inspired him to read Darwin, Freud, Ibsen, Bernard Shaw and
also Communist hterature including works of Marx, Lenin, Trotsky,
Plekhanov, Bukharin and others. Abu Jafar Shamsuddin came of a rural,
conservative, lower-middle class Bengali Muslim family and of a semi-feudal
background but his intellectual pursuits gradually transformed him into an
emancipated and progressive-minded writer. He became inclined to left-wing
politics around the late 1930's and it was during this time that he came close
to political ideas of the revolutionary leader M. N. Roy. But a contradiction
between his willingness to serve the cause of Islam and the Muslim
community on the one hand, and the whole of India on the other, existed 1n
him.2

2. Abu Jafar Shamsuddin admitted this in an interview in September 1985 taken
for th¢ Oral History Project, Bengladesh National Museum, Dhaka,
Bangladesh. He had a revolutionary spirit in him and was inspired in this
respect by poet Benazir Ahmed (1903-1983). Benazir Ahmed was involved
in extremist movement in the 1920's and in the 1930's. See, Abu Jafar
Shamsuddin, Muslim Shamajer Jharo Pakhi Kabi Benazir Ahmed,
Muktadhara, Dhaka 1988. He was also inspired by Kazi Nazrul Islam's
poems particularly, "Kamal Pasha" and "Bidrohi" written around 1920-1921.
He worked as a joumnalist, correspondent, editor and columnist at various
times in papers like the Daily Soltan, daily Vanguard. the weekly
Independent India, the Daily Azad, the Pakistan Observer, the weekly
Ittefaq, the Eastern Herald, the Daily Purbadesh and the Daily Sangbad.
Though a journalist he wrote quite a number of novels and also wrote essays

on history, politics and society and also did some translation works.
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The story of Padma Meghna Jamuna starts in the year 1911
(1316 B. S.) and ends with the partition in 1947. The novel covers the whole
span of years under my study and is written by an author who lived the period
and shared the spinit of the age. Analysis of Padma Meghna Jamuna would
bring out the dominant political and social ideas, the conflicts and tensions in
the Bengali Mushim society. particularly of the newly educated youth, the
contradictions existing in them and the transtormations taking place in the
socio-economic and political spheres. The novel is of 1155 pages and consists
of five parts. The first part, Unmesh or ‘exposition' unfolds the
conservativeness of the Muslims in rural Bengal, their economic hardship,
lack of education, their extravagance, idleness, lack of foresight, the practice
of polygamy and ignorance about hygiene.

In this autobiographical novel, the central character i1s Mamun, who
symbolises the author himself. Mamun observes the negative forces existing
in the rural Muslims since the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The
novel starts with Idris Mia, a maulvi who in his fifties was thinking of getting
married once again since his first wife failed to bear children. Feudalistic
sentiment drove him to remarry in order to have a male heir. Although he
belonged to a lower-nuddle class family he was now able to marry a widow of
a comparatively upper class Choudhury family which once prided of its
aristocracy. The author depicts the economic distress of the ashrafs or the
upper class Muslims in Bengal. He writes.

“cotgdta Bigfag e we @12 | whwifd 98 W oy sma dsE
v g Mot zowre zmrg | R q90e T R ©NF W4
@™ S 3 Afares A ToweT | 9dF o
-GBS AW FeAre (3— TG AT AN P TG A |
ufs S8 AL Sle— (¥ B (O WF A6 Fl, JF qIBITS (AT

3. Padma Meghna Jamuna, pp. 14-135.



( There 1s no prestige of the Chowdhurics any longer. They
have already lost their zamindaris due to rent defaults. They
had been real aristocrats then ,............... . They lost their wealth
due to extravagance. They have now lost all power and prestige.
They have httle land now and lecad a miscrable life due to
linancial hardship.)

Though possessing very little land, Idris Mia decides to sell some of it and
gets married for the second time with the only intention of having an heir.
Mamun was the eldest son of his second marrtage. e is the central character
of the novel. The author narrates and analyses events through the
observations of Mamun.

Padma Meghna Jamuna is also a historical novel. History serves the
perspective of the novel. Khilafat movement, extremist nationalist politics, rise
of the Muslim League, the factions in the political parties, the popularity of
Marxism among the extremists, the conservative reaction to left-wing politics,
famine, communal riots, the conditions in Bengal during the Second World
War, and the partition of India and of Bengal in 1947— all these constitute
the source materials of the novel. The characters in the novel are symbolic
ones of real life individuals. The story of the novel proceeds with reflections of
Mamun on events he sces and gets involved in. The novel does not have a
tight-knit or a consistent plot or story. It is more a record of events, of
feelings, of rcactions and analysis of a Bengalt Muslim youth on the
contemporary events and some political and intellectual personalities. Mamun
grows up to manhood amidst social tensions and political turmoils in Bengal
in the three decades before the partition in 1947,
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Padma Meghna Jamuna e¢xposes the differences of opinion among the
political leaders of the Congress, the left-wing Congress, the Muslim League,
its right-wing, the right-wing llindu Mahasabha, the extremist nationalists
and the Krishak Proja Party, the Communists and the Radical Democrats.
Parallel to the political differences existed a social tension between the
western-cducated Mushim youths and the conservative bastion of the Muslin
society in Bengal. One point which is highlighted in the novel 1s that a sense
of futility and frustration among a section of the Muslim youth in Bengal
existed because of the lack of any positive or practical programme for social
and economic change. As a result, these vyouths, disillusioned and
disenchanted with either the communists or the Proja movement, joined the
movement for Pakistan, even though at heart they could not accept partition
of India or of Bengal. A didactic writer as he himself admitted, Abu Jafar
Shamsuddin pointed out the negative aspects of the differences and conflicts,
the confusion and self-contradictions existing in the political leaders and
intellectuals of the time, which acted as hindrances to any constructive
outcome.4

In the novel, Mamun got involved with the extremists when he was a
teenaged boy and a student of class VIII. Ali Ahmed inspired him to join such
a movement. Ali Ahmed in the novel was poet Benazir Ahmed in real life who
was involved in extremist nationalist movement in the 1920's and the 1930's
and formed his own party. After the successful Bolshevik revolution in 1917
in Russia, the extremists in Bengal got inclined towards Marxism and some
began to discuss about the strategy of their movement. Romesh, Ali Ahmed,
Abinash talk political polemics.> Their debates expose the differences of
opinion prevalent in contemporary left-wing politics. One group believed that
both socialist revolution and nationalist movement should run parallel in
India. Another group, who can be labelled as the so-called "evolutionist," e.g.

4. Abu Jafar Shamsuddin's interview with Bangladesh Television, recast on
27.8.1988.
5. Padma Meghna Jamuna, pp. 207-212.
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Abinash in the novel, believed that transformation in a society would take
place in its natural course. He said that a few hundred years were nothing
when thought of the cvolutionary process, and so, the future generations
would take the responsibility of a socialist revolution. While Ali Ahmed,
representing the third opinion, belicved that in India what was practical was
achieving independence first and then to fight for cstablishing socialism.
Otherwise the situation would be like "placing the cart in front of the horse".6
Abinash tried to establish that their programme was to seize political power,
not to bring revolutionary changes in the society. On the other hand, Romesh
and Samar supported that both socialist and nationalist movements should
run parallel. Ali Ahmed opposed such idea by saying that situations in India
were not ripe yet so that two movements could go on simultaneously.
Communal conflict, caste differences among Hindus, the varied interests of
the bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, the workers and the peasants and such
conflicting interests crcated obstacles to a dual movement. Besides, a self-
contradictory and self-conflicting state was also present in the Bengali mind
which Romesh pointed out,

"Sr6d 2 (@ fouTm SIwEl AR, I ded 17 7

(What is strange is that we are Gandhites in thought but
revolutionary in action. )

However, dogmatic Marxists in Bengal believed that one had to believe the
historical process Marx had predicted which meant that socialist revolution
would come out of a prolctarian movement when capitalism reached
its highest point in any particular society. Class consciousness would

6.  Ibid. p.208.
7. Ibid. p. 208.
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lead to class conflict in such socicties and a proletariat, i. e. the workers in
strict Marxian term, would risc up against the capitahists in a highly
industrialized society. Such a stage was still a distant phenomenon in India,
Ali Ahmed observed.

Mamun, a schoolboy, listencd to the above discussions and felt a secret
and romantic urge to serve his motherland. He got involved for a brief period
in terrorist movement. Although the terrorist movement failed to attract
Muslims because of the Hindu religious trappings associated with it, like the
song "Bande Mataram" (Anandamath, 1882) and taking vows touching the
Gita in front of the goddess Kali, some Muslim youths joined the movement.
These Muslim youths formed terrorist parties of their own as Ali Ahmed did
in the novel. They worked in liaison with the Hindu terrorist parties but
having their own parties meant that they did not have to follow those Hindu
rituals while joining the party. With the failure of Surya Sen's Chittagong
armoury raid in 1930, the terrorists had a setback and with the resulting
repression of the British with the onset of the war, the terrorist movement
came to a halt. Most of the extremists both inside and outside prison, got
inclined to Communism in the late 1930's though the party was banned in
India. They began to get indoctrinated from writings of Marx, Kautsky,
Proudhon, Bukharin, Lenin, Trotsky, Rosa Luxemburg and M.N.Roy and
they began to search the right way for a socialist revolution 1n India.

In the late 1920's and the carly 1930's some intellectual youths and
workers of the labour front of the Peasants' Workers' Party began to organize
dockworkers, sailors, jute-mill labours, sweepers and cleaners to follow
Lenin's strategy to bypass the capitalist phase in India. They began to
organize strikes by the dock labourers in the ports of Madras, Bombay and
Calcutta. But opposition came to this from one group of the left-wing
elements who disagreed on the point of strikes and lockouts. They believed in
collective bargaining by the workers. By the mid-1930's the Comintern had
advised the Indian Communists to act within the Congress to extend
communist influence among the working class and at the same time to play a
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vanguard role within the national movement. The novel exposes the
disagreements and conflicts in the left-wing leadership in Bengal on the
question as to whether to work within the Congress or not. The Communists
viewed the particular socto-cconomic and political problems in Bengal in the
light of theories and interpretations of western Marxist theoreticians. The
result, as Abu Jafar Shamsuddin commented 1n his novel that the Communist
Party of India was "a bundle of contradiction."8

In the 1940's M.N.Roy supported the demand for Pakistan on
the ground of self-determination of any ethnic or religious community.
This surprised the communists in India and although Roy was criticised of his
decision to support the creation of Pakistan, both the Hindu and Muslim
communists supported the movement around 1941-1942 in accordance to
Roy's views on self-determination which incidentally was also the view of
Lenin. (Lenin's theses written between January and February 1916 "The
Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations to Self-Determination”.) Roy's
support for the British war cffort on the ground that Britain was fighting
against fascism further surprised those who believed that pressure should be
put on the Brit"ish government while it was engaged in war and make its
posttion difficult in India. The Indian National Congress refused to co-operate
with the British Government in its war cffort unless it agreed to grant
independence first. Roy opposed Gandhi's "Quit India" movement, 1942-

8. " AEH 4 IR Srred sAsiis Fpfe ot
(The so-called Indian Communist Party is a bundle of
contradictions.)
Ibid. p. 801.
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1943. The differences between Gandhi and Roy triggered much theoretical
discussions among the left-wing in Bengal. The Royists criticised the
Congress of its strategies of passive resistancc and non-co-operation and
belhieved that Congress under Gandht could never become revolutionary.

Besides, the peasants, workers and trade unions were still mostly under
Congress leadership and were not yet conscious of class conflict. But by going
against the mainstream of the nationalist movement Roy was alienated. The
Communist Party of India had also supported the British in their war effort
atter Soviet Union got involved in the war. Congress followers criticised the
Communists scverely.®

Rising communalism in the 1930's and the 1940's is also depicted in
the novel. Frequent riots in Dhaka and Calcutta disenchanted many of the
hopefer communal harmony. The Hindu Mahasabha and the Muslim League
came to believe that though Indians were alike in colour and lived in the same
geographical territory they were different in culture, customs, religion and
language and therefore, they could never make one nation. Even though the
cducated youths both Muslims and Hindus were acquainted with modern
western liberal 1dcas, most of them were not free from medieval religious
prejudices and superstitions. Both the Hindu Mahasabha and the Muslim
League openly preached communal hatred and it was the purpose of the right-
wing campaign to,

"t wiveen kg T4 YR PETTE J(Feq TENHE FAF A
fAgrae ”10

(To determine that the Hindus became more Hindu and the
Muslims more Muslim.)

9. Ibid. pp. 800-801.
10.  Tbid. p. 424.
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Patriotism and nationalism in India were greatly influenced by religious
sentiment of the people. In the years before partition communalism took a
fierce shape. The novel ends with the depiction of the horror, deaths,
sufferings and dislocations due to communal riots and partition.11

A significant trend of thought among Bengali Muslims was the idea of
Islamic Socialism enunciated in the early 1940's by Abul Hashim (1905-
1974), leader of one faction of the Muslim League. Abul Hashim believed that
India was never one country and he demanded self-determination of Bengal
from imperial India. He was non-communal and believed in joint electorate.
Most of his followers were influenced by socialism. With his centre of activity
in Calcutta he was able to make an impact although for a brief period, on a
small section of Muslim youths with his idea of Islamic Socialism or
"Rabbaniyat" as he termed it.

"..... RS TR WeER e cibafiew arEe siz— e
gk e “Afaspeat 1712

(" Rabbaniyat means socialism — to make the world a
kingdom of God.")

They spent much time on metaphysical discussion rather than on
organizational work. There was much opposition to this idea of Islamic
Socialism from the right-wing Muslim League led by Maulana Muhammad
Akram Khan (1868-1968). Maulana Akram Khan was a conservative Muslim
and disliked any talk of communism. He supported the demand for Pakistan
and guarded against any attempt of infusing the idea of communism into the

11.  Ibid. pp. 1076-1110.
12.  Ibid. pp. 951-959.
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minds of the Mushim youth. Maulana Akbar Khan in the novel is the leader of
the right-wing reactionary group. He is the epitome of the conservative section
of the Muslim community in Bengal. His character in the novel i1s portrayed
on the real-life character of Maulana Muhammad Akram Khan, a
Congressman in his early life, who later joined the Muslim League i the
1930's. He edited and published the weekly Ahle-Sunnat as mentioned in the
novel. In real life he wrote in the monthly Al-Eslam and in the weekly Ahye-
Hadith which acted as mouthpiece for the orthodox sect of Ahye-Hadith.
Maulana Akram Khan also brought out the Mohammadi which served to
uphold the opinions and ideas of the conservative Muslims in Bengal. He also
opposed the movement led by Fazlul Hug's Krishak Proja Party and the
demands made by Maulana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhashani (1880-1976) for
the abolition of the zamindari in Bengal. Without analysis how far or to what
extent the krishak Proja Party pgrogramme or Maulana Bhashani's
campaign were to introduce socialism, Maulana Akbar Khan in the novel
accuses Fazlul Huq and Bhashani that,

"GRG FACHE 1 IA Troeas 1 63t 1”13

(Their attempt 1s to make the country a Communist one.)

He used his paper, the Mohammadi for counter propaganda against them. In
1936, Maulana Akram Khan brought out another paper, the Daily Azad for
the purpose of campaigning for the Muslim League on the eve of the election
next year.

Padma Meghna Jamuna also exposes the political moves taken by
Fazlul Huq (1873-1962). The peasants of Bengal had high hopes on him
when he introduced the tenancy reform acts during his ministry in the years

13.  Ibid. p. 528.
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between 1937 and 1941 but the lefi-wing political leaders criticized him as a
'betrayer’ when he joined the Muslim League in 1937. In page 1038 of the
novel it 1s commented that,

" ot fofy wifon siam s 1............ "

-
(He 1s ruining the country at this ditical stage............. )

The left-wing of the Krishak Proja Party who even went as far as to
demand for "land to the tillers of the soil" were most critical of Fazlul Huq.

H.S. Suhrawardy (1892-1963) was also not spared of criticisms. His
political role in the 1930's was mostly misinterpreted. He worked among the
trade unions, dockers and mill workers in Calcutta. The left-wing at
the beginning thought that Suhrawardy was working for them and viewed
his attempts half-hearted but Suhrawardy was never inclined to left-wing
politics. He attempted to build Muslim League support among the workers.
The Congress accused him of introduc ing communalism among the
workers. In the 1940's the political scene in Bengal was as factional as ever.
The Muslim League was divided into three groups. Maulana Akram Khan
and Sir Nazimuddin (1894-1964) formed the right-wing of the party and
acted as the Muslim counterpart to the Hindu Mahasabha. Suhrawardy
worked for Muslim League but his base was among the trade unions and the
third group was led by Abul Hashim who talked of Islamic socialism but both
he and Suhrawardy demanded an independent United Bengal. The Indian
Naitonal Congress attempted to keep the workers and trade unions free from
communist influence. The Royists had joined the movement for Pakistan. The
right-wing of the Muslim League feared that a powerful communist enclave
would be a threat to their existence in the newly created Pakistan, and
therefore, they made strong anti-communist propaganda. The younger
generation of the Mushms were puzzled at these conflicts between leaders

h19



who, in fact, lacked any definite programme. They had joined the Pakistan
movement because that was the only goal they had in front of them. The
rising Muslim middle class, dissatisfied with their own inferiority compared to
the Hindu community on the one hand, and the rising Hindu communalism on
the other, supported the Pakistan movement. Pakistan was for them a means
to an end. But they did not know what to do when Pakistan would come into
being. They did not have any difinite economic or social programme. Mamun,
who represents Abu Jafar Shamsuddin in the novel, was not happy about
partition because of the negative aspect of it and that there was no
constructive programme for Pakistan.

Padma Meghna Jamuna also depicts the progressive movement that
took place in the Bengali Muslim society in the 1920's and the 1930's. A
group of educated Muslim youths like Kazi Abdul Wadud (1894-1970), Abul
Husain (1897-1938), Abdul Qadir (1906-1984) and others led the movement
for the "emancipation of the intellect" in Dhaka in the 1920's which stood
against all sorts of religious orthodoxy, social conservativeness and
communalism. They also supported female education and social equality. Abu
Jafar Shamsuddin made reflections in his novel on how the conservative
section of the Bengali Muslim community reacted to this. He is critical of their
aggressive attitude and of the physical assaults made on them and on the
other Muslim youths who carried on this progressive trend.14

14.  Ibid. pp. 424-494.
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In the third part "Mohanogor" (The City) Mamun comes to Calcutta
where the newly educated youths, most of them coming from lower middle
class families from the villages, form their own political and social views. Ali
Ahmed, Abdul Rahman, Abdul Gafur, Mamun, Mansur are some of these
youths whose ideas represent the confuston and contradictions of the time.
They had read Akbar, Ram Mohan Roy, M.N. Roy, Gandhi, Darwin, Freud,
D.H.Lawrence, Marx, Engels, Lenin, Rousseau, Voltaire, Thomas More,
Shakespeare, Bernard Shaw and Sartre besides others. They regarded
Thomas More's idea of Utopia as useless and interpreted male and female
relationship on the 1dea expressed in Shaw's Man and Superman that women
are 'boa constrictors'. In the novel we come across two Muslim girls, Mariam
and Mumtaz who move freely in the society. They act as symbols of the
liberated Muslim women in the late 1930's and in the 1940's. These youths in
the novel went on discussing endlessly on Darwins' theory of evolution, the
social evolutionary theory, Freud's psychoanalysis. They were determined to
reject the moral values and life style of their parents. They were determined to
shock the conservative section of the community. They disregarded current
beliefs in religion or morality. They felt that their society needed changes, but
they did not know how to bring those changes. They were not actually
groping in the dark ; they were not sure of the right means to bring changes in
their society. Abu Jafar Shamsuddin highlighted this point in the novel.

These educated Muslim youths in the novel, coming of a rural
background, faced tough competition with the already established Hindu
youths who were comparatively highly educated and more advantageously
placed in society. After the depression in the 1930's, high price rise and acute
unemployment further worsened communal relation. These youths were
disillusioned and frustrated. The contradictions present in the politicians of
the time in Bengal and the religious resurgence of the 1930's and the 1940's
left little scope for them to come out of their confusions and frustrations. By
the 1940's most of them got involved in communal politics, some turned to
business during the war and even some dedicated communists, like Ali
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Ahmed in the novel, got involved in illegal trade during this time. Most
Muslim youths joined the Muslim League with the hope that a separate
homeland for the Muslims would ensure their interests. Hindu-Muslim
conflict took most aggressive shape and it seemed as though the dominant
trend of the time was communalism. To Abu Jafar Shamsuddin communalism
was a negative force, an outcome of the inconsistency and indecisiveness of
the political leaders of the time in Bengal.

(All translations have been done by me from original Bengali.)
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GOUR KISHORE GHOSE. PREM NEL

Prem Nei is a novel based on the rural lite of the Muslims in Bengal in
the mid-1930's. Gour Kishore Ghosc has depicted the rural Muslim society in
Bengal with an exceptional insight cven though he does not belong to the
Muslim community and this makes the novel more significant. He has
portraved the developments and transformations taking place in Muslim
society in rural Bengal in the vears between 1935 and 19371

The dominant phenomenon in Bengal in the vears from mid-1930's
onwards till the partition in 1947 was the emergence of bitter communal
relation between the Muslims and the Hindus. The novel portrays the vears
when political changes and social developments were taking such shapes as to
lcad to an imminent clash between the two communities. The author does not
make mere reflections and comments on the Muslim society as an observer
from outside. Rather it seems as though he went deep into the fabrics of the
Muslim community in rural Bengal and portrayed the tensions and
transformations in the community as it was from within. He had made an
intensive study of the social taboos, religious conservativeness, communal
relation and the existing economic, political and religious tensions as reflected
in journals and newspapers of the time, particularly. the Mohammadi and
also made use of personal contacts and observations. Prem Nei depicts the
existing tension between religious and social conservativeness and progressive
ideas, love and hate between individuals, their sufferings and contlicts, their
religious beliefs and political affinity. The story of the novel is based on the
lower middle-class life in rural East Bengal.

1. A novel or 342 pages, Prem Nei was written around 1977-1978 and was
first published in 1981 by Ananda Publishers, Calcutta. Prem Nei is the
second part of the epic triology Desh-Mati-Manush by Gour Kishore Ghose.

423



The author has chosen a period of only three years, 1935 to 1937 as the
setting for his novel because these can be considered the years of watershed in
the history of the Muslim community in Bengal. The most significant political
event during this time was the Government of India Act of 1935 which was to
come into force in 1937. The Act had replaced dyarchy by provincial
autonomy and had increased the clectorate from 61/5 million to about 30
million. In Bengal, the extension of the franchise allowed a breakthrough for
the Muslim League. Bengal, particularly, East Bengal, being a Muslim
majority region, the extension of franchise and the provisions of weightage
and reservation of seats for the Muslims heightened communal tension. As a
majority community in Eastern Bengal, the Muslims began to consider these
electoral concessions as their right2 Whereas, the Hindu community,
comparatively far advanced in education and advantageously placed in jobs
and professions felt that it was their right to dominate the socio-economic and
political life in Bengal. In the rural areas of the province, relation between
landlord and peasant worsened because Muslims in this region being mostly
peasants and the Hindus being landlords.

The political activities of the Muslim League and the Krishak Proja
Party during these years dominated the rural life in Bengal. The Krishak
Proja Party, formed in 1936 became popular in the villages with its slogan
"land to the tillers". The demand for abolition of the zamindari introduced
clashes between the peasants and the landlords. With the formation of the
Krishak Proja Party Fazlul Huq emerged as the most popular leader of the

2. Muslim population in Bengal in the 1930's was 33 million. According to the
Census Report of 1931 Muslim population in Bengal was about 28 million
See, Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Bengal and Sikkim, Part 1. Calcutta,
1933. p. 388. Also see, Kamruddin Ahmad, A Socio-pelitical History of
Bengal, Dhaka, 4th. ed. 1975. p.55.
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Muslim masses. The Mushim League had not been popular to the masses as
yet. The party itself had no stronghold in Bengal. Jinnah came to Calcutta by
the end of 1936 and also visited Dhaka in 1937. The Provincial elections were
to be held in February 1937. Muslim League leaders in Bengal, like H. S.
Suhrawardy, Maulana Muhammad Akram Khan and others were engaged in
campaigning all over Bengal. The story of the novel is set on this political
background.

The novel starts with a bathing scene on the river bank. Two teen-aged
girls, Togor and Bilkis, a Hindu and a Muslim respectively, chat on how to
please their husbands.3 Bilkis, as a Muslim, has learnt from her grandmother
and from maulvi Khalcq, that if she displeased her husband in any way she
was sure to be burnt in hell-fire. Muslim women were taught to bear
ungrudgingly their husband's torture on them. Muslim men are allowed by
religion to keep four wives and their wives were taught to bear with their
husband's whims patiently. Women in the Muslim society had no education at
all, except that they were taught to learn Arabic alphabets and the Quran by
heart without learning its meaning. They were in strict purdah and were
never allowed to come out of the four walls of their houses. As a result, they
were ignorant and helpless. By the 1930's, however, this situation was
beginning to change. The newly educated Muslim youths who had been to
towns for the purpose of study or employment encouraged their wives and
sisters to learn Bengali and English. Those were the first generation of
Muslim youths in Bengal who had received English education and had started
taking up jobs in government offices and also carcers as teachers and lawyers.
They were enlightened through urban culture and through liberal ideas from

3. Prem Nei, P.1. In rural Bengal communal relation was harmonious even in
the 1930's. The Census of India, 1931. Vol. 1, Ibid. p. 382 reports how
both the communities kept a kind of peaceful co-existence.
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European education. They began to give up the prejudices of their parents
regarding religion and female education. Shafiqul, alias Fatik in the novel is
the epitome of such a youth. He was marricd to Bilkis, alias Chobi, the
daughter of a nikiri or a fish-seller, Ghulam Abbas, who later performed hajj
or pilgrimage to Mecca and climbed the social ladder. Ghulam Abbas haji, as
he came to be called, after he had performed hajj, aimed at giving his
daughter, Bilkis in marriage to Shafiqul, a bright youth and the son of an
agriculturist, in order to raise his social status further. In the countryside the
distinction between the ashrafs and the atraps was very ngid. The ashrafs
were the Muslims of upper class who considered themselves as direct heir to
their Arabian, Turkish or Iranian ancestors and the atraps were considered as
lower class Muslims because they were oniginally converted to Islam from
Hinduism and Buddhism. There was also stratification among the ashrafs
and the atraps. The so-called ashrafs kept themselves aloof from the local
converts, i.e. the atraps and looked down upon them as natives. Mobility
from atrap to ashraf was rare but by the early twentieth century certain
amount of mobility could be noticed within the lower strata of the society.
Among the atraps, the agriculturists were considered respectable and they
treated the nikiris with much contempt 4 In the novel the reflection of such
social mobility among the lower groups of atraps can be noticed in the
marriage of Bilkis and Shafiqul.

Shafiqul was the son of an impoverished peasant, Sajjad. Having no
hope to earn his living from land, Shafiqul was determined to take up a
professional career. He started as a school teacher and later studied Law in
Calcutta. English education no longer remained a taboo to the Bengali
Muslim youths. From 1920's onwards they had began to shake-off the
prejudice of their older generation regarding English education and accepting

4, Rafiuddin Ahmed, The Bengal Muslims, 1871-1906: A Quest for Identity, Delhi,
Oxford, New York, 2nd. cd. 1988, pp.7, 18.
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jobs in government offices or choosing various professions in the urban
centres. The conservatives in the Bengali Muslim community were greatly
alarmed at this. The author shows how an educated middle class was
emerging in the Muslim community in Bengal and how those educated youths
were experiencing a tortuous pull between their future urban-based life and
their past tics with land. They felt the pangs of tearing off their roots from
land for ever. Fatik i.e. Shafiqul who had recently completed his Bachelor of
Law and would soon practice as a lawyer, noticed his ailing father sleeping on
a torn mat and his frail mother husking paddy and became conscious of how
his relation with his parents and with the rural life was getting severed.

“FBT ATS e ST A SR AR Jfea o1 fers Mearz |
fo8 98 Wiewns &1 wAREy Fare a1 7 @ ey @
G+ | ©fF 19 S W S ARG IR, SR W& (AF @ 9I51
) *1fE @ site G N st | O @ @3- sen-wiGee-
et GFB! TR, SR BT AR ATA G7 T AR STA IR (U,
AT X S WA T0F |

@I STE TR Gy THF G [T MArS 6B I99 | /@ &
oS @I 'f4E SR (BT S 1 17D

(Fatik discovered that the roots with his family had broken off.
But, he began to feel uncomfortable at this realization. He felt
disillusioned as well. He had been pulled out of the relationship
with his close associates, his mother, his relatives and in-laws
by an invisible pull. He felt his throat hooked to a fish-
angle,*being slowly pulled by the thread from those he knew so
close and with whom he had blood connection.

But, what could he do ? Fatik began to wonder. He could find
no way out.)

5. Prem Nei, p. 65. ( * Fish-angling is a very common imagery of rural Bengal.
Translation here is done literally from the original Bengali.)
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These newly educated Mushm vouths in Bengal felt the pangs of
separation for another reason besides mere sentiment and that was the
uncertainty about their own future. In Fatik's case, he realised how tough 1t
would be for him as a Muslim and also as a newcomer in legal profession, to
make a place among the firmlv established Hindu lawvers in the courts of
Calcutta.

The economic condition of the peasants in the 1930's was deplorable.
The effect of the world depression of 1930-31 fell on the economy of Bengal
too, particularly in the field of agncultural products. The price of raw
materials, especially food grains fell in the world market. The peasants in
Bengal suffered the most. The peasants in north and cast Bengal grew jute.
Trade in jute was directed exclusively for export market and therefore,
controlled by the Bntish-owned manufacturing houses in Calcutta. The price
of raw jute depended upon the demand in world market. After the slump in
the price of jutc in the carly 1930's, the pcasants got such small amount for
their jute that they stopped selling it with the hope that they would be able to
sell in future with higher returns. They cven stopped cultivating jute. The
price of paddy was also too low. Sajjad, father of Shafiqul says with bitter
anger and frustration,

“fem T4 4@ W TR 71, 5 A v IR @Y TR ORF G A
Fitg off qv < 9@ wiwl oW WW1, e ol wite wRiE A v
AT FAARSR 93 7' 479 |76

(‘There has been no cultivation of rice for three years, but the peasants
take to the market whatever they produce. There the middlemen offer
such hittle price like twelve annas or fourtcen annas a maund. That is a
very low price but the middlemen would not even increase the price a
little. Either you have to sell the crops to them or come back without
selling.)

6. Prem Nei, p. 75.

428



In the same page and on the same context, Sajjad says,

“FBI | AIIY oS RCAA TBI Q4AS A (AR | FBIE P WA (S A1 | OFA
T | 34 $2 4G WA greAeETd WA o' Al | 39 @@ @ B Ao wa
A A 2 ABN A a9 S’ 3 erefe zra L "7

(Jute! look last years jute 1s still stacked unsold. Don't talk of jute. Last
year it cost two takas per maund for cultivation. But the market price
was one taka five anna or one and half taka per maund. So I have
stacked all jute in my son's room. Either we have to eat this jute or
make those into rope and strangle ourselves.)

The urban traders and money lenders also stopped tinancing the cultivators of
jute after the cy;e)rcssion of 1930-32. The jute manufacturers also reduced the
number of intermediaries engaged 1n the supply of raw jute after the slump as
finished goods remained unsold because of less imports from outside.8

The other phenomenon clearly exposed in the novel 1s the exploitation
of the poor peasants by the non-Bengaly, 1.e. the Marwarit moneylenders. They
were the external exploiting forces who lend money to the peasants at high
interest and also bought crops and jute at the lowest price possible. Tension
between the peasants and the Marwaris was increasing in rural Bengal. The
pcasants uscd abusive term like Mero as a vent to their anger against the
Marwaris.®

7. Ibid. p. 75.

8. Partha Chatterjec, Bengal 1920-1947, Vol. 1. The Land Question,
Calcutta, 1984. p. 250.

9. Prem Nei, p. 137. Also see, Partha Chatterjee, Ibid. pp. 129, 154..
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Not only the Marwaris. the Bengali Hindu moneylenders, e.g. the Sahas
took high interest from the poor peasants who borrowed money from them.
The condition of the peasants was precarious. Besides lack of irrigation, low
productivity of land, high interest rates for loans, the peasants had their
ignorance and extravagance to add to their miseries. They often spent their
borrowed money for marriage and religious ceremonies. They would not think
of doing trade even on a small scale. They were poor, helpless and dependent.
Whereas the Hindu comlﬁAhity in the rural areas were comparatively in a
better economic position. They opened stationary and retail shops and traded
in iron, tin, kerosene and clothes and similar such commodities which they
would bring from towns and sell those to the villagers. 10 From the 1920's
onwards average 300 pieces of property of the Muslims got sold everyday in
auction. No Muslim was able to buy those. Their lands were sold in auction
because of their increasing debts to the moneylenders. For over a century the
Muslim peasants in Bengal lost more than 10 thousand small and large
zamindaris, 50 thousand taluks, 3 lakh 15 thousand jotes, 53 thousand
lakheraj and jaigir properties besides a cash of over 6,000 million taka to the
Hindu and Marwari merchants and moneylenders.1l Unless this situation
could be checked the whole Muslim peasant community in Bengal would
turn to porters, clerks, servants and labours because they would neither
have means to live on land nor have the required education to do
better jobs than those. This was how the peasants were being made
conscious by the Krishak Proja Samities that they were being
exploited and that they must work hard, remove their ignorance and at
the same time stand up against exploitation by landlords, jotdars  and
moneylenders. In  the novel, Mualvi Abu Taleb preaches to the
peasants on behalf of the Krishak Proja Party that the peasants
and debtors of both the Hindu and the Muslim communities should

10.  Pages 166-182 of the novel give an estimate of the loss of property of the
Muslims.
11.  Prem Nei, p. 182.
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stand up unitedly against the oppression and exploitation of the landlords and
mahajans. The Proja Samities had made an impact on the peasants of
Bengal from the late 1920's (formed m 1929) and the Proja movement
became predominantly an LEast Bengal movement because the region
consisted of an overwhelmingly large Muslim peasantry. The Mushim
population of some of the districts of East Bengal can be found from the
Census of India, 1931 that Dacca had 66.81%, Mymenshingh had 76.53%,
Faridpur 63.76%, Pabna 76.89%, Bogra 83.33%, Jessore 61.88%, Khulna
49.45% of the total population of the districts respectively.12 Although the
Proja Samities and later the Krishak Proja Party (as the Proja Samities
came 1o be called from 1936) attempted to form an united movement against
the zamindars their movement became popular only among the Muslim
peasants in East Bengal. The Hindu leaders, most of whom were themselves
zamindars and wealthy landholders (jotdars) were reluctant to do anything
for the tenants and peasants. The 1928 Amendment of the Tenancy Act had
legalised for the first time sale and transfer of rayoti occupancy holdings but
with a stipulation of a 20% landlord's fee (i.e. 20% of the sale price to be
given to the landlord) and the landlord's right to pre-emption. This had
widespread effect of putting a temporary halt to the sales because the
landlord's fee had reduced the value of a holding and a raiyat had to sell a
larger portion of his land in order to obtain a certain sum of money. But, this
phenomenon could be noticed only in the northern and eastern districts of
Bengal where a second crop, i.e. jute was available to meet the peasant's need
for cash!13. However, sale or transfer of rayati occupancy did not actually

12.  See, The Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Bengal and Sikkim, Part-1,
Calcutta. 1933. pp. 388-389. Also see, Partha Chatterjee, Op. Cit. p. 127. It
needs to be mentioned here that the figures in the Census Report, 1931 and
those in the book are different. It scems that the author has presumably
counted proportion of the rate of growth of population for the next few years.

13.  Partha Chatterjec. Ibid. p. 154.
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stop because the distressed peasants nceded cash and, therefore, they
mortgaged their land in order to evade the 20% landlord's fee. According to a
study in 1935 there were 1,060,341 sales and 3,57,297 mortgages; in 1936
there were 1,72,956 sales and 3,52,469 mortgages, and in 1937 there were
1,64,819 sales and 3,02,529 mortgages of occupancy holdings in Bengal.14
During the Muslim I.ecague and Proja Coalition ministry with Fazlul Huq the
Prime Minister, the amendment of the Tenancy Act was passed in 1938
which removed all restrictions, i1.e. transfer fee and the right of pre-emption on
the transfer of occupancy holdings. Other pro-peasant bills were passed like
the Bengal Agricultural Tenants Act, Bengal Agricultural Debtors Act, the
Money Lenders Act, etc.

The Proja movement in rural Bengal became dominated practically by
the Muslims but actually it was not meant to be a communal movement. Abu
Taleb, who campaigned for the Proja movement stressed in his speeches that
the party was against the interestes of the zamindars and exploiters, not
against Christians or Hindus. But, the fact, was, the Proja movement
ultimately turned to a Muslim movement. The Hindu zamindars and jotdars
alienated the Hindu peasants from the Proja movement by injecting into their
minds the fear of being forced to get converted.

“BIB! TUTHA ISR Wfej PN PN SEG! 496 @ HICH
GfSTZ | TS T @ Wik, WA FUCH VO3 TQEW HHWIER
Hjiba 4o FG 51, SITa @ Ve 4 far | serel uw el

14.  Ibid. p. 143. Also see, Binay Bhusan Chaudhuri's figures given in his
article, "The process of Depeasantization in Bengal and Bihar, 1885-
1947" published in the Indian Historical Review 2,1. (July, 1975).



ST | TR 998 T4 @R et ot | gfS s et wify,
PRI WY, AT Ay TN AN (@ | ST 3 e
i (15

(Uncle, it seems there 1s too much Islamic sentiment in your
proja movement. There are others as well in the movement,
who too want relief from the oppressions of the mahajans and
zamindars but you will lose their support by your excessive
Islamic feeling. This i1s a proja movement. We have to give
importance to this fact. Might be that Muslims are a majority
among the projas, peasants and the debtors but we have to
remember that it is essentially a proja movement).

In page 218 Sajjad observed, that the Islamic modes of greetings and
the use of religious symbols at such gatherings led the Hindu leaders to
misguide the ignorant Hindu peasants which made a united Proja movement
impossible. The author goes deep into the analysis of why the Krishak-Proja
movement, impregnated with a great possiblity of a socio-economic change in
Bengal ended in failure. One of the reasons of its failure, Gour Kishore Ghose
mentions through the conversation that had taken place between Bashir, Abu
Taleb, Goya and Sajjad in page 218 of the novel, is that the enormous number
of estate managers, rent collectors and clerks engaged in the zamindari
estates were Hindus and they united against the Proja movement. Abu
Taleb also pointed out the disinterestedness of the Hindu nationalist
leaders regarding the problems of the peasants. The author has

15.  Prem Nei, pp. 217-218. This is a literal translation from the
original Bengali.
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pointed out the limitations of the Hindu nationalist leaders both extremists
and the moderates and also the Congress nationalists. None of them came
forward to protect the interests of the peasants. 16

The other political movement that made the life of the urban Mushm
youths in Bengal turbulent in the years around 1936-37 was the nise of the
Muslim League. Jinnah had visited Calcutta and Dhaka in 1936 and in 1937
and had infused new life into the Muslim League Party by giving speeches of
inspiration to youths and the non-Bengali business community in Bengal. The
Government of India Act of 1935 which had extended the tranchise and
provided safeguards and weightage in electoral seats for the Muslims, acted
as a breakthrough for the Muslim League. After the 1937 election results and
the formation of the League-Proja coalition, mass mobilization for the
separatist movement started in Bengal. Tough competition with the Hindus
for jobs in government offices and in other careers led the nsing Mushm
middle class to join the separatist movement. But, not all Muslim youths were
swayed away in this trend as yet. In the conversation between Yakub, the
cousin of Bilkis and Shafiqul, husband of Bilkis brings out the difference of
opinion among Muslim youths regarding the emerging separatist movement
led by the Muslim League from the late 1930's. Yakub, educated in Dhaka in
Eastern Bengal, felt enthusiastic about the new wave of Muslim nationalism.
He was aware that the Muslims were a majority in Dhaka and, therefore, he
felt it was their democratic nght to get more privileges. He stressed that the
University of Dhaka should be a monopoly for the Muslim students in Bengal
just as the Calcutta University was for the Hindu students. To Yakub,
Calcutta and Dhaka secmed poles aparts Calcutta being a Hindu-majority and
Dhaka being a Muslim-majority region. Yakub praised Kemal Ataturk for his
reforms in Turkey and regarded him a source of inspiration for the Mushm

16.  Prem Nei, p.218.
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youths in Bengal. Kazi Nazrul Islam’s (1899-1976) poems like "Kemal
Pasha", "Anwar", "Shatt-il-Arab", "Qurbani" (all composed around 1920-21)
inspired the Bengali Muslim youths by evoking in them the lost glory of the
Muslims. Shafiqul, however, does not support the idea of Muslim separatist
movement. He felt that such a movement had a negative aspect contributing to
communal tension. Yakub, enthusiastic about the idea of Muslim nationalism
tells Shafiqul,

S o @RISR, G PENH IS Fe SINR | BT SR
SAIE Y4 Siee sy |7 17

(If you were in Dacca, you would have known how fast the
Muslims are progressing. That's why I like Dacca.)

A few lines above on the same page, Yakub had said,

‘PRl SN (51 {tE TACR | oI SeferRbite g W
3eferRbiBE o wR T uForMBE +4 93 R qER
TR o1 PO, TIOITRR, )[4 FNTA,

{Dacca has made us conscious about our community. Although
the Hindus call it a Mecca University or a fake University this
Dacca University will make the Muslim community conscious
of their demands.)

Yakub called this the "spirit of Dhaka" and he was determined that

17.  Prem Nei, pp. 205-206.
18.  Ibid. pp. 205-206.
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(By whatever means Hindu domination must be removed from
the Mushm majority Bengal.)

Shafiqul could not agree with Yakub on this matter. In the novel
Shafiqul represents the trend of Bengalt Muslim nationalism as opposed to
Yakub's Muslim separatism. Shafiqul said that Calcutta was his "Alma
Mater".20 He was brought up in a village where peasants of both the
communitics lived side by side in harmony. To him communalism was a new
wave which he sensed harmful. He felt surprised that Yakub, even though
educated, could not come out of religious prejudices. The Bengali youths who
believed in Mushim natioﬁ\lism abused Nazrul Islam of his secular writings. To
them secularism was a synonym for love of Hinduism. Their attitude, at times,
was almost chauvinistic. Their Hindu counterpart, the Hindu Mahasabha had
the same attitude towards the Muslims. In this respect Gour Kishore Ghose
depicted what the progressive and secular intellectuals of the time thought
about communal relation in Bengal. Motahar Hossain Chowdhury (1903-
1956), one of the contemporary Muslim writers, in a speech to the students of
Carmichael College in Calcutta said in the early 1930's that in Bengal the
Muslims were hetrs to ancient Hindu culture since most Muslims were
originally converted from Hinduism. The Hindus did not inherit Muslim
culture. So, he said, it was natural to expect that the Muslims should take the
initiative to intermingle the two cultures. Muslims should not expect the
Hindus to come forward to make harmony with the Muslims. Rather, the

19.  Ibid. p. 205.
20.  Ibid. p. 205.
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Muslims, as inheritors of their culture, should make the first move to establish
harmonious relation between the two communities.21 To Fatik, i.e. Shafiqul,
this was a very wise approach to communal relation but, in fact, by the late
1930's even the educated Muslims began to support communalism. Fatik's
reflections expose that education could not make those youths secular. On the
contrary, as the numbers of English educated youths increased among
Muslims in Bengal, communal jealousy intensified because of lack of jobs and
clash of interests. Besides, the superiority complex in the middle-class Hindus
and therr attempt to dominate the society contrit;ted to communal tension.22

The novel also depicts the attitude of the conservative section of the
Mushim community towards the younger generation of Muslim youths who
had accepted English education and were taking up jobs in the urban centres.
The role of the mullahs and maulvis in the rural areas of Bengal was quite
influential. The illiterate and ignorant masses were easily swayed by their
religious preachings. But, thosec mullahs were mostly half-educated or
completely illiterate. They spoke Urdu and Arabic and credited the use of
those languages as aristocratic. This pretension had originally come from the
ashrafs. In the novel, Maulvi Din Mohammad Daulatpurt represents the
orthodox section of the Muslim community in Bengal. The orthodox Muslims
considered English education harmful to Islam. He complains that the Muslim
youths no longer wanted to get educated at madrassa};\ or maktabs where
Arabic alphabets and the Quran were taught. He says,

21.  Ibid. p. 230.
22.  Ibid. p. 229.
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(Muslim youths no longer want to study at maktabs and
madrassahs. They are learning un-Islamic subjects at schools
and colleges. They are losing faith in religion. Once they lose
faith do they remain Muslim any longer? They become Kafirs.
There is grave danger ahead. Be careful.)

The educated Muslim youths in Bengal were beginning to realize how
the ignorant and half-educated mullahs and maulvis were resisting the spread
of education and enlightenment in rural Bengal. The progressive-minded
youths preached anti-mullah opinion through newspapers and journals, e.g.
the Sikha published from Dhaka in the years between 1927 and 1932. The
Muslim Literary Society, founded in Dhaka in 1926 by the educated and
progressive group of Muslim youths contributed to the rational analysis of

religion. They believed that,

“STIE T GIEA, @E 8 AA MENR B 2300 YfSAre
Ffare A, oFs SR WFFICT TFfoa ovrm wep 23re e
239, SiRite fA7uia Wrwg A2 | alerdl GrEme Ted Safecs
P WS FHS SR IS 25131 e 1724

(Our society will progress only if it is made free from the
influence of the maulvis, mullahs and pirs. They have
prevented the development of the Muslim community and had,
in fact, taken the society a hundred years backward.)

23.
24.

Ibid. p. 94.
Ibid. p. 94.



‘These mullahs and maulvis were given moral support by the Muslim
aristocrats in Bengal who were mostly conservative. They were alarmed at
such remarks against them and felt apprehended that the English-educated
Bengali Muslim youths were getting irreligious. They hated the rational
interpretation of the Quran and the Hadith. They feared that the spread of
English education would lead the younger generation of Muslims against the
principles of Islam. They also dishiked learning Bengali and the use of the
language. Maulvi Din Mohammad expresses his fear and anger against this
progressive trend. He remarked,

“QUF AR FE AR, WAl FROIE qUA A B F4 | TFD
TEPT Q/TE @G Fis FEem we | o grEe @ 9 =1

( It has now become a fashion of the Muslim youths to learn
Bengali. They demand abolition of Arabic and Persian from the
maktabs and the madrassahs. It means that the destruction of
Islam will be complete then.)

What was most shocking and alarming to them was that these were
being initiated not by the Hindus or the Christians but by the Muslims
themselves. The Bengali Muslim clergy and the aristocrats spoke Urdu. Most
ot the Bengali Muslims who had been educated for two generations and were
professionally well-established also spoke Urdu. Urdu and Persian were
cqnsidercd prestigious languages until the late-nineteenth century. The
Muslims in Bengal spoke these languages to prove that their ancestors had
come from Arabia, Turkey. Afghanistan and Iran. The ashrafs continued

25.  Ibid. p. 95.
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to speak Urdu for the same reason and felt a kind of superiority over those
Muslims who spoke Bengali. They considered Bengali the language of the
atraps. The upper-class Muslims in Bengal felt a kind of satisfaction in
identifying themselves with the Muslims of the Arab world. An identity crisis
was still present among the Muslims in Bengal even in the 1930's. Shafiqul
was in a puzzle as to where his roots lay. He asks himself,

‘SR T @y @4, SR A | S @4y R o i ot 999
Tfeet | ot @3 Wif fop @IF 71 g, WA {1 ZAAN 7 GWA A (I, QA
T S T AEAL ... "26

(Where does my roots lay? Why in the village of course. I was born
there. But I am a lawyer now. So, then should I be a Turkish, or Iraqi,
Arabian or an Iranian now? Shaikh, Syed, Mughal or Pathan? Or am 1

This was not the case only with Shafiqul. Most educated Muslim
youths were puzzled about their identity. The attitude of the older generation
of the Muslims made the newly educated middle class Muslim youths deluded
about their identity.

In the rural areas of Bengal, the mullahs and maulvis preached
orthodox practices among the ignorant peasants. They spoke Urdu, a
language unknown to the villagers who spoke Bengali. The distance between
the Urdu - speaking rural Bengalis and the rural masses, therefore, was far
wider than the Bengali speaking Muslims and their Hindu neighbours.
Prem Nei depicts this ashraf-atrap dichotomy among Muslims in rural
Bengal very clearly. The maulvis spoke in Urdu at religious  gatherings
and as one peasant said to the other,

26.  Ibid. p. 225.
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(Don't you know that this is the language of the maulvis? Can
we ever understand what they say? Others in the gathering
agreed and said, "you are right. The maulvis preach at the
milads and we just praise tinem .. That is all!)

Prem Nei depicts the reaction of the middle class among the Muslims
in Bengal to the established religious practices and social taboos, their open
defiance of the maulvis and mullahs and a feeling of uncertainty in them
growing out of their own inferiority complex. Prem Nei exposes how the
authority of the mullahs was crumbling as increasing numbers of Muslim
youths were taking English education and were beginning to think in a more
rational and progressive manner. These youths were particularly against
religious orthodoxy and, therefore, anti-mullah. This phenomenon was
prominent in rural Bengal, particularly, eastern Bengal where most of the
population were Muslim peasants and they were illiterate over whom the
mullahs had easily acquired an overpowering influence. The novel shows that
by the mid-1930's the peasants in the villages had begun to doubt the spiritual
greatness of the maulvis and the mullahs. A comic scene takes place in the
novel in pages 227-228 when Maulvi Din Mohammad Daulatpuri dropped his
turban carelessly in the mud on the river bank. Inspite of requests to the
passengers on the bus none came to pick the turban up for him. The
passengers on the bus were Muslim villagers. At last a drunken Hindu of the

27.  Ibid. p. 226.
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lowest caste, who the maulvi despised, brought that turban to him for a
reward of an anna (1/j¢th. of a rupee) with which he would buy hashish,
while the Muslims present there kept watching unconcernedly.28

The above incident i1s highly symbolic of the socio-religious change
taking palce in the Muslim society in Bengal. The conservative Muslims and
religious priests apprehended that Islam was losing its influence on both the
educated youths and the ordinary illiterate Muslim masses. Shafiqul's revolt
against religious orthodoxy is represented in his disrespectful behaviour to
Maulvi Din Mohammad. A period of change i1s always characterized with
crisis which is present throughout the novel. Shafiqul, the central character in
the novel embodics the tensions of the period. On the one hand, he rebels
against the existing social and religious orthodoxy of his community, on the
other hand, as a lawyer, he struggles as a Muslim to establish himself in the
professional domain already captured firmly by the Hindus. These youths had
to face a two-pronged struggle, one against the orthodox section of their own
community and the other against the already established middle-class Hindus.
The younger generation of the Muslims faced tough competition for jobs.
Those in professions also struggled hard to establish themselves in their
respective fields. Although educated, these Muslim youths coming to towns
from their rural background could not become fully urban yet in their
expression, dress and habits. They had still in them a pull between the urban
and the rural modes of lifc. This brought an inferiority complex in them.
Besides, the exclusive attitude of the Hindu babus and their superiority
further created a feeling of inferiority among the Muslims. It is a common
psychological phenomenon that a kind of alienation grows out of inferiority
complex. And this happened to the Muslims which led to the birth ofa

28.  Ibid. pp. 227-228.
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separatist tendency among them. Though not democratic in content, the
movement for Pakistan was popular. It aroused popular aspiration and hopes
for the emerging Mushim muddle class who wanted safeguards for their
interests and, therefore. they joined the movement "en masse". The author
implied in his novel that a sincere etfort from the really secular minded
Hindus and Muslims would have prevented communalism and might have
also prevented partition.29

Gour Kishore Ghose has made keen observations about the significant
changes taking place in the Muslim community in rural Bengal. He has
reached so close to Muslim lite and has depicted the transformations in their
society so realistically that it makes one difficult to believe that the author
does not belong to the same community. Being a Hindu he highlighted the
problems of the Muslims in Bengal and the novel clearly reflects his secular
and humanistic approach to those problems. In this respect the novel can be
considered an outstanding work on the Muslim community in Bengal.

29.  Ibid. pp. 224-225.
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CONCLUSION

This study is an attempt to analyse and highlight the various aspects
of political and social thought of the Bengali Muslims during the first half of
the twentieth century with special reference to the period 1918 to 1947. It
sought to examine the life and work of some prominent Muslim leaders who
have made significant contribution to political and social development of the
Bengali Muslim community. These leaders represented certain distinct
trends of thought which hove been broadly categorized as (a) orthodox-

conservative; (b) moderate-liberal; and (¢) radical-humanist.

Those who belonged to the orthodox-conservative trend stood for
strictly following the Islamic shariah. The religious reformist movements in
the earlier century had greatly moulded their thinking. They were, therefore,
strongly anti-syncretic. Anti-Hindu and anti-British attitude had led them to
support the Pan-Islamist movement. They upheld the past glory of Islam and
believed in maintaining Islamic heritage and culture. They advocated the use
of Urdu, Arabic and Persian languages and felt proud in doing so. The
legacy of the nineteenth century Muslim thought was carried through them
into the next century. But, ideas are not static and attitude of individuals
change. Some of the conservative thinkers, in their later life, accepted the
idea of Bengali to be the mother tongue of the Muslims of Bengal while
retaining its distinct Islamic character by admixture of Arabic, Persian and

Urdu words. This fomented religious exclusiveness of the Bengali Muslims.
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With the emergence of a new western-educated Bengali Muslim
middle class a new trend of social thought emerged. Those who represented
this new trend may be termed as moderate-liberal. They were linguistically
and culturally conscious of their Bengali identity. They had participated in
the provincial and national politics projecting their distinct identity. This
generation of youths influenced by western liberal and democratic thought,
began to assert that patriotism and national identity could not be mixed up
with religion. Faith in alien language and culture was also discarded by
them. The new trend set by them dealt with the particular socio-economic,
political and religious aspects in Bengal. Their attitude was non-communal.
They initiated the formation of the krishak projzl Party to counter the
Muslim League leadership, represented mainly by .the Urdu-speaking, upper-
class Muslim élite. Throughout the 1930's these moderate-liberals were
actively interested in solving the problems of the Bengal peasantry. In
politics their attitude was to counter the non-Bengali leadership and in most
cases, they succeeded. But the ideas of these leaders were not quite similar.
Although they upheld moderate-liberal ideas there was considerable variety
and diversity in them. Their ideas greatly influenced Bengali Muslim
thought, the legacy of which was carried into the later decades of the
twentieth century. They still dominate present-day Bengali Muslim society.
The leading political figures of the time, like A.K. Fazlul Huq, Khwaja
Nazimuddin and H.S. Suhrawardy have not been dealt with separately
because much study has been made on them, but there has been frequent

references to their ideas in the present study.
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The most significant feature of Bengali Muslim thought particularly
during the two-decades before partition was separatism. Social, cultural and
religious exclusiveness of the Hindu community had promoted similar
attitude among the Muslim community. Muslim League politics, attitude of
the Indian National Congress, growth of communalism and the role of the
ruling authority had cumulative effect which led to the break-up of India.
However, there was a small group of politicians from both the communities,
who took up a non-communal stance and wanted to keep Bengal united but
their attempts failed in spite of all efforts. The so-called "nationalist
Muslims" in Bengal politics unfortunately failed to make any significant

impact and at the end felt disenchanted and frustrated.

The other trend which has been categorized as radical-humanist was
represented during the period by the rebel poet Kazi Nazrul Islam who had
infused in the minds of the Bengali Muslim youth the courage and
inspiration to fight against imperialism, colonial exploitation and any
oppression against humanity. His writings were very syncretic and he has
been projected in the study as a "cultural mediator" of modern times.
Muzaffar Ahmad, who has been included in this category, upheld the
ideology of Communism, which was very radical in his times. He had
attempted to permeate the ideas of socialism and communism among the
middle-class youths in Bengal. They were secular in their attitude and

preached the need for tolerance to all religions. Attempt has been made in
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the present study to point out clearly and strongly that parallel to the
dominant stream of politics of separatism and communalism there also
existed in Bengal another significant trend of secularism, nationalism and

syncretism.

This study also includes an analysis of a few works of Bengali
literature, particularly novels. These are based on the historical, political and
social background of the time, which reveal the social, political, religious and
economic condition of Muslims of both rural and urban Bengal. The effect of
political developments in urban Bengal had greatly influenced the rural
society. The impact of the two World Wars, slump in the price of cash crops,
its effect on the Bengal peasantry and its impoverishment and also agrarian
disturbances have been discussed. Communal relationship in rural Bengal
was generally harmonious. Syncretic influences of indigenous culture was
dominant in rural society. A significant aspect that has been discerned in the
study is that most liberal and rational political and social thinkers of the time
failed to disseminate their ideas among the rural Muslims. Local mullahs
and maulvis however, played a significant role in shaping the mind of the

rural masses.
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