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Every th,Elg"-ln this country, ever so
smiall, ever so trivial, was precious to
him.
The ondything of no consequence, o
him, was his own life. His ever
expanding figure measured the
map of aur motherland.
Rufieg Azad (The Stairs) [Original
in Bangla: "Ei shiri"

HE fifteenth of August is

certainly the saddestday for

the Bengalis. Thirty-one
years agoonthisday, the greatestof
our nitional héroes, Bangabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was assas-
sinated. Raflg Azad rightly says
that, save his life, everything that is
Bangladesh he cherished as most
dear. Indeed: "His ever expanding
figure measured the map of his
country,” This stalwart of @ man
"could clasp fifty thousand square
miles with his bare hands/entwine
seventy five million hearts/ reach
out to the squalid storm of Baisakh
with ease.” (Bablu Joarder: "And a
tall man he was®) [Original in
Bangla: *Shey chilo dighal
purush®l.

His “fond, caring attention is
showered on the face of
Banglacdesh, much as Tagore or
Jibanananda and Nazrul's did. The
dream ofa free land epitomizing all
our desires, alluring and eluding
our people for a thousand years,
suddenly surrendered in his hands
and marerialized. "His enraptured
eyes envisioned the countenance
of a Bangla with placid beauty, "a
golden Bengal." So his heart con-
jured up a cherished dream of
freedom.” (Nirmalendu Gun:
“Mujib Again®) [Original in Bangla:
"Punascha Mujib®]. That's why
Bangladesh dnd Sheikh Mujib are
isomorphie:

This August I would like to pay
homage (o this complete Bengali
by untolding some of his thoughts
on art and eulture. An artist, in a
traditional sense, he was not. But
great contemporary political
observers did not exaggerate when
they called him "an enduring poet
of politics.® Defining art, Tagore
once said: "With the propensity of
his heart @ human reveals his per-
sonality. Personality entails variety.
Goad thatitis so," (Rabindranath's
Thoughts on Art, Collection of
Tagore's Writings edited by
Satendranath Roy). The collective
emotions, dreams and dreads of a
people find expression in poetry,
song, drama etc. The conversation,
public address or way of life of a
piGue Pblic leadér Ean 'also be a
work Gf art. The surfeit in human
feelings/emotions find outlet in
different ways at different times. 1f
it 8 uesthetically satisfying, if it can
resonute in other hearts, we can
call it arustic. The ultimate expres-
sion of a personality may also fall
intothe domain of art.

Animmortal poet of

Politics

In the entire period after the fifties,
Bangabandhu held the reins of the
political, sogial, cultural powers.
His clarign call, his direction to
turn every house into a forr, the
raising of his finger; his firm, crect
anel confident posture-everything
influenced the emerging nation.
His unique address on March '7,
1971 is itself a super political lyric.
A all figure like Tagore or Satyajit
Ray, his very gestures in that
address added a new dimension to
ournationalculture. In this famous
address, Bangabandhu unleashed
his compassion for the poor and
the downtradden of our country in
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a passionate yel restrained man-
ner. He, like a political bard,
sounded his thunder-like voice,
parched on the roof-top, asit were,
on every Bengali dwelling. Inshort,
hedeclared an all-out war. Hesaid,
"Fhis time we will take up arms for
our liberation, our emancipation
. we offered blood, more blood
will we offer, until, by the grace of
God, we liberate the people of this
country.” He did not want to be a
premier, he said, he wanted peo-
ple'srights vindicated. The address
proved him a son of the soil, an
olfspring of our heritage.

*You can no longer subjugate
us,” he said in a mix of provincial
dialect, local intonation and an all-
embracing feeling loudly verbal-
ized, Many lauded this address as
an epic in politics. Such epics are
not made in a day. Because he was
ever committed to the culture and
politics of the soil, he could utter
imprompiu the rhapsody of his
heart o the millions listening to
him that day. His contribution to
the efflorescence of the Hengali
psyche was so great!

Apatronof Bengali culture

Bangabandhu was the chief guest
at the founding ceremony of Hotel
Purbanion December3l, 1970. His
address reveals his deep love for
Hengali language and culture, He
said: "Artists, poets, literati must
reflectin their work the aspirations

his political career, he drew solace
from the recitation of Tagore. The
magical words of Tagore's songs
suchas'0, Lord, I do not pray to be
sheltered from danger/Rather
make me fearless in the face of all
odds' or 'If no one harkens to your
call/Walk, walk, walk on alone' --
helped him through the calamity-
stricken days. He hummed them
anddrewstrength from them.
Apparently, the emotion-
throbbed recitation from his pow-
erful voice was in tune with the
realities of his own life. His lifelong
motto was to transform the Galden
Bengal of Tagore into a sacred
placidity, For this he fought, for this
helived. Sayings by Tagore were his
constant source of inspiration.
Every time he was put to prison, he
took with him his copy of Tagore's
Shanchayita (collected poems). In
the loneliness of the prison cell,
Shanchayita was his only compan-
ion, The copy is defaced with many
censored seals from the prisons.
His love for Tagore is spelled out in
a speech delivered on the birth
anniversary of the poet, organized
by the Bangla Academy. There he
said: "Tagore's birthday is for the
first time observed in a new envi-
ronment and consciousness in a
freed Bangladesh. Bangladesh was
librated at the cost of millions of
lives, immense sacrifice. The idea
of truth, goodness, justice and

t(patriatism that the Bengalis

Ay

It is expected that Iitterate"a and artists of this country
will re-create Bangabandhu in their art. Let it be
remembered that the travail of freecing this country was
entirely borne by Bangabandhu. If it had not been for him,
the name "Bangladesh" would not have manifested on the
world map. We could not have been free citizens of a free
country. We owe it to him to honour him in our song, poetry,
novel, drama, cinema, painting and sculpture,

of the common man. They belong
to their people, country and cul-
ture. [ appeal to them to devote
wholeheartedly to mould anew aur
language and culture [or the bene-
fit of common man. [ assure them
that my party and [ will fight any
obstacle to their creative expres-
sions. Goneare the days of conspir-
acy against our culture, of cantrol
and guidance. Artists will no longer
work for a small number of elite
beneficiaries. 1 appeal (o them to
make common people, the
deprived, their struggle and joys
antl sorrows, the matif of their art
andl [iterature.” His™ incrementil
love and bias towards the common
man found poignant expression in
everyspeech hedelivered.

He loved to co-opt representa-
tives from literati in all his organi-
zational activities. He patronized
our awn culture, as exemplified in
the aesthetic presentation of the
copy of our constitution. Eminent
artists of the country were given
responsibility to embellish a hand-
written copy -- an artistic homage
to the 3 million martyrs. The formal
presentation of the 'six points'
made at the conference in Eden
Hotel on March 20, 1966 was beau-
tified by artist Hashim Khan among
many others, The artistic presenta-
tion of "6 points” reveals the depth
of hisaestheticsensibility.

Tagore's influence on
Bangabandhu

The influence of Tagore on
Bangabandhu was pervasive. Inan
interview Begum Mujib said: "Kabi
Guru presides in the heart of his
heart. During the ups and downs of

derived from Rabindranath con-
tributed alotto our independence.
Our struggle was crowned with
success. | can not think of a greater
example of Bengalis practising
Rabindranath.” :

Simultaneously, he was inspired *
and charmed by Nazrul also.
Immediately after liberation, he
made arrangement for bringing
him over to Bangladesh on the
occasion of his 73rd birthday. Here
is an excerpt from his letter to
Nazrul: "I invite you on behalf of
the people of a free and sovereign
Bangladesh. On the occasio
Your birthday, allow Banglades!
be samrated with your ideals, We
are eagerly awaiting your arrival.”
The poet responded to his call. He
landed in Dhaka, showered in a
rain of flowers. In a touching scene
the two giants met.

of
o

Aninsatiatesoul

The deprived people of this coun-
try imbibed the basis of his ideas of
culture. His eager questions (o
artist Qamrul Hassan made him
give birth to the pristine art forms
of Bangladesh on his canvas. On
advice from artist Zainul Abedin,
he made an ambitious plan to erect
sculptures depicting the liberation
warin every nook and corner of our
country, But, he did not live to see
thathappen. Heloved to discuss art
with Zainul whenever time permit-
ted. Inspired by Bangabandhu,
Zainul Abedin organized at
Sonargaon a folk arts and crafts
foundation. The idea was to iden-
tify folk art specimen and popular-
ize them internationally. Extremely
busy though he was, he yet made

1igabandhu's aesthetic thinking

time for our traditional art and
culture. He assigned artist Rashid

Chowdhury to embellish Gana |

Bhaban, an architectural emblem
ofthe Bengalis' pride.

His death, a Himalayan
burden
Thirl?'-one years ago fate cut short
his life. Since then the Bengalis are
in a slush. We are immersed in a
bottomless pit, A country won with
such a blood:bath is difficult to
identify. A secular, human and just
nation whose emergence was
blessed by Ravi Shankar, George
Harrison, Ginsberg, Annada
Shankar, has reverted to
communalism and violence. We
have earned world wide notoriety
for bombing and terrorism. [t
seems like it has become a
*Banglastan.”
Acountrywhere the killers of her
founding fathers walk free, even
thisty-one years after the crime,

will inevitably condone any crime, |

That is reality. Lives of people -
leaders and the led, sell very cheap
here in Bangladesh. The August 21
grenade attack on the opposition
leader Sheikh Hasina spared her
miraculously but claimed the lives
of 21 people, lvy Rahman beingone
of them. The killing of AMS Kibria,
Ahsanullah Master, Kazi Arif,
Manjurul Imam strengthen the
culture of internecine killing. The
simultaneous detonation of five
hundred bombs on August 17 is a
partofthe continuum.

On the cultural front much is
done and much is to be done. Great
poers have dedicated their best
verses to him, Other branches of
literature should follow. Timeless
stories, novels, dramas wait (o be
written on him. Ifa Robert Paine can
write anovel titled The Tortured and
Damned, why can our writers not
immortalize him? Let it be remem-
bered thatastruggle for liberation is
a continuous process. Individuals
die, nations rise and fall but an ideal
isneverobliterated,

Our war of liberation is an ideal
and a process. It cannot end, Its
lightwillnot be extinguished. [t will
go on inspiring other exploited
peaple in other times. And

‘Bangabandhu will lead those

continual wars. Oppressive gover-
nance, j:over:y, disease, terrorism,
warand injustice are our "common
enemies” against which we must
fight together. This is an®enemy
within and without. This is the
undying message of liberation war
--  message we received from the
lifelong struggle of the father ofthe
nation, Bangabandhu Sheikh

(Mujibur, Rahmari, Our aesthetic
workers m evade IS‘IQ Tespon-

sibility of transmitting these mes-
sages tothe future generations.

Itis expected that litteratéurs and
artists of this country will re-create
Bangabandhu in their art. Let it be
remembered that the travail of
frecing this country was entirely
borne by Bangabandhu. Ifit had not
been for him, the name “Bangla-
desh” would not have manifested
an the world map, We could not
have been f[ree citizens of a free
cauntry.We owe it to him to honour
him in our song, poetry, novel,
drama, cinema, painting and sculp-
ture. Without him Bangladesh and

‘Bangla are incomplete concepts.

Warkers on the cultural front should
raise the demand for state obser-
vance of March 17 and August 15. If
the government fails to respond,
society should lightup its candles of
devotion in every dwelling to save
and honour the memories of
Bangabandhu, a symbol of our
existence.

The authoris an economist and columnist.
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The historic 7th March (1971) speec‘h |

Iy brothers,
Istand before you today with a heart
overflowing with grief. You are fully
aware of theevents thatare goingon
and understand their imporr. We
have been trying ta do our best to
cope with the situation. And yet,
unfortunately, the streets of Dhaka,
Chittagong, Khulna, Rajshahi and
Rangpur are awash with the blood
of our brothers. The people of
Bengal now want to be free, the
peaple of Bengal now want to live,
and the people of Bengal now wane
theirrighis.

Whar have we done that was
wrong? After the elections, the
people of Banglacdesh voted as one
far me, for the Awami League, We
tere to sitin the National Assembily,
draft a constitution for ourselues
there, and build our country: the
people of this land would thereby
ger ecanomie, political, and cul-
fural freedom., Bur it is with regret
that I have to repart to you today
that we have passed through
nweney-three tragic years; Bengal's
historyof those years is full of stories
aftartuere inflicted pr our peaple, of
blood shed by them repeatedly.
Twenty-three years of a history of
menand wormen inagony.

The history of Bengal is the his-
tory of a people who have repeatedly
made their highways crimson with
their blood. We shed bload in 1952;
even though we were the victors in
the elections of 1954 we could not
Jorm a government then. In 1958
Ayub Khan declared Martial Eaw to
enslave us for the next ren years. In
1966 when we launched the six
point movement our bays were shat
dead on June 7. When after the
movement of 1969 Ayub Khan fell
from power and Yahya Khan
assurned the reins of the govern-
ment he declared that he would give
us a constitution and restore
democracy; we listened to him. A lot
has happened since then and elec-
tions have raken place.

I've met President Yahya Kharn.
I've made a request to him not only
air behalf of Bengal but alsa as the
leader of the party which has the
majority in Pakistan; I said to him:

“You musrt hold the session of the
National Assembly on January 15."
But he did not listen to me. He lis-
tened to Mr. Bhutto instead. At first
he said that the meeting would take
place in the first week of March. We
said: "Fine, we will be raking our
seats in the Assembly then.” I said
we will carry out aur discussions in
the Assembly. I went so far as to say
thatifanyonecameup withan offer
thae was just, even though we were
in the majority we would agree to
thatoffer.”

Mr. Bhutto came here; he carried
ant discussions with vus; he had said
that the doors of negotiations had
nat been shut and that there would
be further negoriations. I then had
ralks with other leaders; T said to
them: "Caome and sit down with us;
let's create a constitution for our-
selves through discussians.™ But Mr.
Bhutto declared that if West
Pakistani members came here the
Assembly wouldend up asaslaugh-
terhouse. He claimed that whoever
came here would be slaughtered. He
said thar if anyone showed up here
allshops frome Peshawanta Karachi
would beshutdotwn,

I declared thar the Assembly
would continue to meet. Bur sud-
denly on the Ist of March the
Assernbly was shur down. Mr. Yahya
Khan called the session of the
Assembly in his capacity as the
President and I declared would be
attending it. Mr. Bhutto said he
wouldn't be part of ir. Thirty-five
members of the Assembly came
from West Pakistan to take part in
its proceedings. But it was dissolved
all of a sudden. The blame was put
on the people of Bengal, the finger
was painted atme!

After the Assembly's session was
prorogued, the people of this coun-
try protestec. I told them: "Observe
the general strike we have called
peacefully.” I told them: "Shut down
all mills and factories.” Our people
responded to my call. They came to
the streets spontaneously. They
expressed thelr firm determination
focarry out the struggle peacefully.

What have we gor in remurn?
Those who brought arms with our

money to defend us from external
enemies are now using those arms
on the poar, the wretched, the down-
trodden people of the land. Bullets
are baing ainied at their hearts. We
constitute the majority in Pakistan;
but whenever we Bengalis have
tried to assume power they have
used forceon us.
I have had a talk with Mr. Yahya
Khan. Lcald him: "MrYahya, you are
the President of Pakiscan; come and
abserve how the poor people of my
cauntry are being mowed down
with bullets; come and see how our
mothers are being deprived of their
children; haw my people are being
massacred. Come, observe, and only
then pass a judgment on what is
going on. He has apparently said
that I had agreed to attend a Round
Table Conference on the 10th of
March. Didn't Isayalong time back:
whar is the point of anather Round
Table conference? Who will I sit
with? Shaould I sit with those wha
have shed the blood of my people?
Without carrying out any discus-
sions with me he has dissolved the
Assemblysuddenly;aftessistingina
secretmeeting for five hiotirs he gave
a speech where he has put all the
blame on me. He has even blamed
the Bengali people!
Mybrothers,
The Assembly has been called into
session on the 25th of March. But the
blood spilled on our streets has not
yetdried. Aboutthe 10th I have told
them: Mujibur Rahman won't join
the Round Table Conference
because that would mean wading
over the blood that has been shed or
rampling it. Although you have
called the Assembly into session,
you'll have to listen to my demancds
first.  You'll have to withdraw
Martial Law. You'll have to return
all army personnel to their bar-
racks. You'll have to investigate the
way they have been murdered. And
yau'll have to transfer power to the
representatives of the people. It is
onlythen that I'll decide whether we
will rake aur seats in the Assembly
ornot

fdon't want the Prime Minister's
office. We wane the people of this

country to have their rights.I want
to state clearly that frontthis day
Bangladesh's ‘courts, magisiracies,
governmentoffices and educational
institutions will be shur down
fucefinitely. Sa that the poor dou't
have ro suffer, so that my people
dan't have ro go through hardships,
all other things will be exempted
[fram the general strike from tomar-
row. Rickshaws, horse carriages,
trains, and launcheswill be allowed
to move. Only the Secretariat, the
Supreme Court, the High Court,
Judges Court,and semi-government
organisations such as WAPDA wifl
not be allowed ro wark. On the 28th,
employees will go and collect their
salarfes. If their salaries are not
paid, if another bulleris fired, if my
peopleare shotdead again, Irequiest
all of you: nurn every house into a
fort, Confront the enemny with what-
ever you have. And even at the risk
of your life, and even if I am not
arauwnd to direct you, shut down all
shops and make sure that traffic on
all roads and ports are brought to a
standstll. If need be, we will starve
fo death, but we'll go down striving
forourrights.

Those in the armed forces: you
are my brothers; stay in your bar-
racks and no one will bother you.
Bue don't iry again o aim your
bullets at our chests. You can'tsup-
press seventy million people forever.
Since we have learned o sacrifice
ourselves no one can Suppress us
anymaore, 4

And as for aur martyrs and those
who have been wounded, we in the
Awami League will do everything we
can to assist them and their loved
ones. If you have the means, please
give what little you ean to our Relief
Committee. Owners. of factaries
wiose workers had participated in
the General Strike the last seven days:
make sure that they are paid wages
for those days. To governmernt
employees I have this to say: you'll
have to listen to my directives. Till
our country is liberated, taxes and
custom duties won't be collected. No |
onewill pay them either.

Remember: the enemy is amidst
us fo create chaos and confiision, to
create anarchy and to laot. In our
Bengal Hindus and Muslims,
Bengalis and non-Bengalis are all
brothers. We are responsible for
theirsafety; letus not taint aurselves
inanyuway.

Remember thase of you who
wark for radio and television: if the
people running the radio station
aren’t ready fo listen (o us, no
Bengali will report for work there.
Banks will be open for two hours
every day so'thar peophecan collect
their salaries. But we won't allow
even a single poisha to be trans-
ferred from East Bengal ro West
Pakistar. Telephones and telegram
services will continue as before in
our East Bengaly if we have (o trans-
mitnewsabroad you will see to that.
Burt ifany attempt is made to exter-
minate our people all Bengalis musr
take appropriateactian.

Form Revelutionary Commiftees
under the leadership of the Awami
Leagueineveryvillage, every commit-
nity. Be prepared to act with whatever
youhave inyour possession.

Remember: since we have
already had to shed blood, we'll
have ro shed a lot more of it; by the
Grace of God, however, we'll be able
to liberate the people of this land.

This particular movement is a
movement ro liberare ourselves --
this particular movementisa move-
mentfarourindependence.

Langlive Bengal!

Tranisation: Fakrul Alam

The life and death of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman

FAKRUL ALAM

T s
iographyin English of She

Mﬁﬁl:u: l!uhma.n the founder
of Bangladesh, even though mare
than 30 years have passed since he
was assassinated in a bloody military
coup on August 15, 1975, Known o
most Bangladeshis as Bangabandhu,
or Friend of Bengal, a title bestowed
on him by acclamation in a mam-

~moth public meeting in Dhaka on

February 22, 1969, he was truly aman
of the people, someone who had
made the cause of his countrymen
and women his own through endless
trials and tribulations. And yet he had
been assassinated in the country he
had championed ceaselessly soon
after it became independent. Also, he
had disillusionedquiten few peoplein
record time in governing it. How did
he win the hearts of his peopleas “the
father of the nation™ and secure a
placein their history as Gandhi did in
India or Jinnah did in Pakistan? What
caused him to slide in their esteem?
But also, what was he like as a human
being as well s a leader? And now
that three decades have passed since
his death, is it possible to arrive at a
real estimate of the man and his
achievements?

Itis to S, A, Karim's credit that he
has tried to raise these questions
implicitly and explicitly and answer
them succinetly and objectively in
his biography, Sheikh Mujib:
Triumph and Tragedy. Dmwing on
published sources, a few interviews
with people who knew Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman, his own encoun-
ters with him as the first Foreign
Secretary of independent
Bangladesh, Karim hasstriven to give
a balanced, accurate, and thoughtful
portrait af the man. His conelusion is
that he was a leader whose triumph
was on 4 heroic scale but whose
endingwas, atthe veryleast, tragic.

Karim begin his biography by
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SHEIKH MUJIB

TRIUMPH AND TRAGEDY

providing us with the background to
Mujib’s nise to fame, the partition of
India, and the rise of the Muslim
League, He was barely twenty years
ald in 1941 when he first encoun-
tered Fazlul Haq, the Chief Minister
of Bengal, and more importantly,
Shahid Suhrawardy, the Minister of
Commerce, when they visited
Mujib's hometown Gopalganj, then
in the districtof Farid pur, for a public
meeting. He was immediately drawn
to Suhrawardy's brand of politics and
Kolkata, where he became a student
of Islamia College. Here he began to
aftractattention as a Muslim League
activist, working indefatigably to

rally Muslimstudents of the region (o
work for Suhrawardy's faction of the
party, which, ultimately, joined the
movement for Pakistan,

After partition, Mujib relocated o
Dhaka, but found himself becoming
increasingly alienated from the
conservative politicians of the
Muslim League who had arrogated
powerin East Pakistan. Inevitably, he
becameinvolvedin the movement o
establish Bengali as a state language
of Pakistan, and the movement in
turn led to the creation of the Awami
Muslim League. In quick time, he
became the General Secretary of the
increasingly secular Awami League
(it dropped "Muslim® from its name
in 1955), and a minister of the United
Front government that drove the
Muslim League from power in the
provincial elections of 1954,

From this point onwards, there
was no stopping Mujib, except by
confinement in jall. As Pakistani
politics more and more became the
preserve of the military, as the mili-
tary canspired with a few West and
East Pakistani politicians and
bureaucruts to deprive Pakistan of
democracy, and as the numerically
superior Bengalis of East Pakistan
found themselves increasingly
thrust out of power, Mujib was in the
thick of the action to wrest back the
rights ofhis people through asecular,
organized, and democratic move-
ment, even as a succession of mili-
tary generals attempted (o rule
Pakistan through martiallaw.

Karim suggests thatit could have
been his admiration for Subhas Bose
that led Mujib to take a secret trip (o
Agartala in January 1963 where he
met Satindranath Sinha, the Chief
Minister of Tripura, to see if Indian
assistance would:be forthcoming for
a separatist movement. But accord-
ing to Sinha, whom Karim quotes
without citing the source, Nehru was
not interested and the trip was
inconséquential. It is ironic, then,

thatitwasfora trip toAgartalathathe
never took that the Pakistani govern-
ment would try him for treason in
what has come to be known as the
Agartala Conspiracy case in 1967.
Unfortunately for them, the effort at
concocting a conspiracy backfired,
for not only were thciv( unable w
sustain their case in Iront of the
special tribunal that was set up for
the purpose, they were also forced to
releqse Mujib in the face of increas-
ingly violent agitation against them
inbothwings of Pakistan. Indeed, the
Pakistani dictator of the period, Ayub
Khan, was forced to resign, and
Mujib left the jail triumphantly in
February 22, 1969, widely acknowl-
cdged by this time in his part of

istan as the man most suited (o

dead it forward to autonomy and

prosperity.

The next two years saw Mujib at
his best: inspiring his people through
ficry speechesin countless meetings,
seemingly inexhaustible energy, and
an indomitable will. He kept high-
lighting his party's demand for
complete autonomy in Bast Pakistan
until the message went home: in the
elections held in December, 1970,
the Awami League won 167 of the 169
seats in the province. But Mujib,
committed to negotiations through
democratic channels, was mistaken
in his assumption that the Pakistani
generals and Zulfigar Bhutto, the
clear winner in West Pakistan, were
gninlituhaml over power to his party
merely because it had a clear major-
ity when it was bent on getting the
maximum autonomy conceivable
for East Pakistanis.

In fact, Yahya Khan, the general
who replaced Ayub Khan, colluded
with Bhuttoto postpone the March 3,
1971 opening of the National
Assembly. Theresult was aspontane-
ous and angry civil disuEudicnce
movement in East Pakistan which, in
effect, negated the Pakistani state,
making Mujib the de facto ruler of

!

East Pakistan, As if to show that he
was worthy of the part, Mujib gave
what is undoubtedly his finest
speech to his people on March 7,
stoppingjustshortofindependence,
but claiming self-rule in almost all
malters,

The date in which the Pakistani
army moved (o destroy Mujib and
thwart the Bengali desire for com-
plete autonomy was the night of
Mareh 25, As far as Karim is con-
cemed, Mujib and his party leaders
had "iBnured signs of the gathering
storm”™ and thus an unsuspectin
unprepared people were brutalized,
the movement for autonomy
stunned, and Mujib himself cap-
tured. Here again Karim is gritical of
Mujib’s decision to let himself be
arested (o deflect the Pakistan army
from wrecking havoe in his country,
Mujib, reportedly, told his followers
who wanted himto flee: "1f I leave my
house (Pakistani) raiders are going to
massacre the people of Dhaka, 1
don't wantmy people to be killed on
my account.” But his decision did
not prevent genocide; on the con-
trary, it exposed his people to the
wrathofthe Pakistan army.

While the Pakistani army went on
the rampage, Mujib himsell was
tiken Lo prisons in West Pakistan
where heunderwentatrialat theend
ofwhich he was found guilty of trying
to break up Pakistan and was
awarded the sentence of death by
hanging. Meanwhile, Bengali troops
whao had defected, political activists
of various parties, and students and
refugees who had fled to India came
together to organize a guerilla cam-
paign against the Pakistani army and
10 launch a war that would liberate
their country, Inevitably, India was
drawn into the conflict, and on
December 16, 1971, the Pakistani
army in East Pakistan surrendered in
Dhaka o the combined Indian and
Bangladesh forces, This was how
Bangladesh was born after nine

blood-soaked months. With the
Pakistani army in disgrace, and
Bhutto calling the cards, and in the
face of international pressure, Mujib
was released from jailand flown back
to Dhalka via London in a RAF plane
on fanuary 10, 1972,

Mujib’s homecoming marked the
most triumphant moment of his
career as a politician who had
worked steadfastly and whole-
heartedly for his people. But the next
[ewyears saw himssliding in popular-
ity and having a torrid time coping
with the innumerable problems
facing a poor nation that had been
denuded for over two decades by the
West Pakistanis and that had hemaor-
thaged steadily for nine months. The
prescriptions that he got fram his
advisers in the Planning
Commission, inclement weather
conditions that led to a terrible
famine in 1974, rising global oil
prices, growing lawiessness, his
unwillingness or disinclination to be
firm with party men and women and
relatives who were clamoring for
benefits and sinecures, underground
movements that appeared to be
gathering momentum and threaten-
ingthestate, allappeared to conspire
tashow Mujib as unable to cope with
theresponsibility of steering a nation
from political independence to
peace, stability, and prosperity.

The stage was set, in other words,
for triumph (o turmn into tragedy. The
man who had staked his life repeat-
edly for democracy now attempted
[0 Create a one party state, proscribe
newspapers, and stifle dissent. A
radical leader died mysteriously
while in police custody. Members of
Mujib’s extended family suddenly
began o assume more and more
power. People who had shown total
devation to him and Bangladesh like
Tajuddin Ahmed was dropped and
sycophants were promoted to
important positions, The air in
Dhaka was rife with rumors of con-

spiracies and coups but Mujib chose
to ignore them, convinced that the
people he loved and had been ready
to die for would never harbor con-
spirators against him. And so it was
that he rendered himself completely
vulnerable and was murdered by
some adventurous, resentful, and
ambitious military men in the early
hoursofAugust 15, 1975,

Karim's verdict on Mujib's rise to
fame and the darkening world in
which he died and his assessment of
his subject’s personality, career and
contribution to Bangladesh is surely
sound. His Mujib is a gracious and
compassionate person, generous
almost to a fault. His love for his peo-
ple and willingness to sacrifice him-
selfforthemis never in doubt. He had
maore orless "single-handediy” spear-
headed the movement for
Bangladesh in its climactic phase and
until hisincarcerationin 1871. And he
had struggled o cope with extremely
difficult situations the best he could
till desperation forced him to adopt
undemocratic measures. He was, in
short, a "wagic hero” Hawed and yet
greatandeven grand.

It must be said though that
Karim's boakisnot the "comprehen-
sive biography" he claims it to be in
his Preface. For one thing, he spends
far too much time sketching in the
background and often loses sight of
his subjectin dealing with the histor-
ical contexts. At times, a few chapters
might go by without i:n? reference (o
Mﬂib and in scores of chapters he
makes only a fleeting appearance.
Indeed, one may occasionally even
be mislead into thinking that one is
reading a political history of
Bangladesh where Mujib is the main
actor and not his biography.
Muoreover, Karim appears (o have not
realized that o blographer's task
includes looking at archival material
and contemporary newspaper
reports and tracking down unpub-
lished written sources as well as

perusing published books and docu-
ments. He could have, for example,
tricd to include excerpts from the
many speeches Mujib gave on public
occasions that have been surely
recorded in parliamentary proceed-
ings; talked to his admirers, tracked
his path to power doggedly instead of
sEundiug most of his tme' givin
sketches of the political history o
East Pakistan.

Butwhatappearstobethesingular
defect of this hiugr:tphﬁjls Karim's
reluctance to imagine himself into

ositions, crises and situations Mujib

d 1o negotiate or to come close to
his subject through what Keats had
once characterized as "negative
capability.” In his introduetion to his
incomparmble biography of Samuel
Johnson, James Boswell had claimed
that the "more perfect mode of writ-
ing any man's life” invalved "not only
relating all the mostimportant events
ofitin order, butinterweaving,* itwith
the subject's words and thought till
I‘m'-mkmd are enabled to see him
ive.

Karim follows Mujib [tom a dﬁruut
distance and almost never allows
him to speak for himself. There is
little or no effort to see Mujib fromup
close and there is definitely .no
attempt to get into his mind. The
result is a biography that does not
make us "see him Evc'_' and thinkand
feel and this is a pity for by all
accounts Mujib was a passionate,
lavingand caring man,

Nevertheless, there is a lot to be
thankful for in Karim's Sheikh Mujib:
Triumph and Tragedy. At the very
least, asensible effort has been made
to present the life of a great and
generous evenif flawedleader; surely
others will naw follow to give us &
more intimate, imaginative,
intensely realized and fuller portrait
of the father of Bangladesh and the
friend of all Bengalis everywhere,
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman deserves noless!



