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AILY STAR (DS} : You

have weathered away a
century or more and
witnessed all that has
happened from the days of
pre-partition India to the
emergence of Independent
Could you tell us

something about the time
when you first started your ca-
reer in journalism by publish-
ing Shaugat? . |

MOHAMAD NASIRUDDIN
(MN): | was born and brought
up in a declining period for
Be Muslims. They had
the involvement in liter-
ary and cultural fields. But |

had a knack for literature (rom.

my early childhood and
Shaugat my lterary ine

was a fruit of my childhood in-

spiration.

In my years | saw
the existence of super-
stitions and bigotry throughout
our . One of the reasons
why | wanted to bring out a lit-

magazine was to try and
to the darkness in
which our people lived at that
time.

Literary practice was ne-

in those days. A very
Muslim writers used to
write. But it was a constant
source of to me that the
Muslims of had no lit-
erary publication. All the publi-
cation was controlled by the
Hindus of Bengal.

They also prompted me to
p\ﬂnhﬂugut.

My financial condition at
that time was quite well as |
was a representative of a lead-
ing insurance company. But |
gave up my job in the
insurance company which

rovided me a handsome
ivelihood and left Chandpur
for Calcutta to publish Shaugat

When | came to Calcutta |
found that there were hardly
any Bengalee Muslim busi-
nessman, academician or
writer who could patronise my
endeavour. | found mysell in
deep trouble. But still | did not

ing for a perso
leading role in the Muslim so-
clety in Calcutta and who could
also back me up in this ven-
ture. One of my well-wishers
informed me of such a person.
His name was Barrister A
Rasul

When | went to him and
told him what | wanted to do,
he praised my courage and de-
termination., because he
thought it to be a desperate at-
tempt for me to publish an il
lustrated lite magazine in
Bengali by Muslim writers in
Calcutia,

He encouraged me by saying
that a "lHterary -magazine such
as your's should have been
ublished at least 50 years

k. then our soctety would
have benefited from It as
surely will be by yours™

Barrister ul promised
me all sorts of cooperation
which was a lot to me at that
time. Then | started 0 look
for Mushim writers

It was really hard to [ind
greal writers among Muslims
who eould be compared (o
their Hindu counterparts. such
as Sattendra Nath Dutis and
others. But | began 1o search
and made a st of the possibie
writers whe could contribute
o my magazine Some ol these
writers sent their pleces. but |
found that many of these
pleces were not really suftable
for a journal which
| had in mind

So | decided 0 go o some
Hindu writers and ask for writ-
ing. But | went only to those
who were not communal and
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A Centurian Still Battling for a Progressive
and True Literature

A pioneer, in the true sense of the word, of progressive journalism in Bengal, MOHAMMAD NASIRUDDIN has fought
more than his fair share of battles against religious bigotry and superstitions. A sprightly 104, going on to 105, Nasiruddin
has lived through British colonial times, break-up of Bengal, Pakistani rule over East Bengal and the emergence of
independent, sovereign Bangladesh. His literary journal Shaugat, a sensation at the time of its launch in the early part of
the century, not only hammered at all the medieval-type superstitions with which the Muslim Bengali society was
shrouded, it also gave rise o some of the finest poets and authors produced by the Muslim Bengali community this
century. Kazi Nazrul Islam, Abul Mansur Ahmed, Abul Kalam Shamsuddin, Begum Sufia Kamal to name but a few. Even
Rabindra Nath Tagore was impressed enough to write a poem especially for Shaugat. Recently, Nasiruddin spoke at
length to The Daily Star Executive Editor Mahfuz Anam and Assistant Editor Sabir Mustafa about his life and times :

But he told me that he had
done some translations from
Persian poems. from which he
could send me one in a day or
two.
Then he sent me a transla-

tion of a Persian pocm by
Zebunessa. Along with the
pieces | recel from the

Muslim writers such as
Kaikobad and Ismaifl Hussain

Shiraji the storage of materials
secmed enough to publish a

magazine.

But then came the difficult
task of naming the paper
Muslims had a partiality to-
wards Arabic names. whereas,
Hindus had theirs toward
Sanskrit and each seemed to
annoy the other by their typi-
fied names of publication. | had
to be on the lookout for a name
that was suitable for both the
communities. Then | decided
to name it ‘Shaugat which
meant a gift or nt. It was
obviously a lHterary giflt to its
readers.

Then we faced the difficult
task of finding an artist
Muslims thought it a sacrile-
gious matter to be practicing
arl. But Shahadat Hossain
helped me find an artist who
did our cover and inside illus-

Then PC Roy asked
Nazrul to perform a
few patriotic songs.
But Na:zrul replied,
“Sir, does the groom
sing and dance at his
own wedding?” At
that, Subash Bose
slapped him on the
back and said, "Sit!
You've got to sing!”

trations
| should remind you that
publishing pictures of any sor
was restricted in that [ime
The task of finding a press for
our publication proved just as
difficult. butl soon we managed
to find the only modern an
presa of the time In north

Calcutta
But when we approached
them to publish our magazine.
they refused, saying that
Musiim papers used Arabic or
Persians side by side with
Bengall in brackets, and they
did nol have Arabic plates. But
when | assured them that It
would iotally be a Bengah pub-
Hcation agreed 1o print 1.
When came oul at
last the reaction was a mixed
one. The Mullah’ section of
the socicty at once boycotied
the magazine on the grounds
that it was and had
illustrations. But it was jubi-
and welcomed

lantly accepted
by the younger generation

DS: You have mentlioned the
names of a number of grea: i
erary [flgures who were in-
volved with the early days of
Shaugat. Nid you ever have an
occasion lo meet Rabindra

Nath Tagore?

MN: | deecided to give
Rabindra Nath a copy of
that first issue So |

went to Jgrashako in Calcutta

and awe. | icked and
started to run k down the
stairs 10 get out | did not
have the andacity o go before
the great poet with my humble
magazine '

But then, somebody
stopped me on the statrs and
asked where | was going. |
said | had come o see
Rabindra Nath. The man then

o an veran

Rabindra Nath was n
-ch-nﬂtwr-ﬂr:ml
when | went near him. he in
structed me to sit and asked
me what paper | had In my

hand.
I handed over the copy of

Shaugal 1o him and said that it
was our first litcrary endeav-
our. At a streich he read the
two poems by Sattendra Nath
Dutta and Kumud Ranjan and
looked at a few other pages.
Then he said that. had bhe not
actually seen and read that
magazinc. he could never have
believed that such a refined
journal could have come out
from the Muslim section of our
society.

| then humbly requested
him to contribute to Shaugat
at which he said that he had
given all his writings to the
Viswa Bharati’ and tokd me to
‘collect from them | told him
that | could not afford to pay
Viswa Bharati's royalty. and
went home quite disappointed

Two davs later, | received
an envelope through the mail
which contained a letter of en
couragement from Tagore and
a poem written specially for
Shaugat. It was simply unbe-
lievable. The name of the poem
that he sent was ‘Pather
Shathi’. The greal poet
scemed to travel with us in our
literary endeavour through his
pocrm. | was simply overjoved.
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Boundless respect : Sufia Kamal garlanding Nastruddin on his 104th birthday last year.

We published thousand
copies of its firsl lssue. very
few of which was left unsold
But in the laler issue | found i
hard to find Mushim writers
who were akin to the modern
concepts of Mteralure and

So the number of
readers became limited. And |
was in heavy debt For this |
had 10 go back to my Insurance

After a while | gained
enough mental and [nancial
strength to start afresh. Then
| came in direct touch with a
host of young Muslim writers
such as Mohammad Wajed Ali,
Abul Mansur Ahmed. Abul
Kalam Shamsuddin. Shahadat
Hossain. Quazi Motahar
Hossein, Abdul Wadud, Abul

Fazal. Abdul Quader and de-
cided to form Shaugat
Shahitya Majlish

DS: Owne of the major contribu-
tions of Shaugat was to bring
the Rebel. Kazi Naznd Islam,
to the limelight Can you el
us something about the man?

MN: Nazrul Islam the great
rebel poet was primarily a
miscast in both Hindu and
Musiim societies alike. To the
Hindus he was another
‘Mullah’ and w0 the Muslims he
was a Kalfeer'. So he found life
and career very difficult in
Caleutta

| shed his first poem
in Shauga!. One day a poet

named Motinuddin  informed
me that Nazrul was in a
wrelched condition. and had
just enough mental and finan-
ctal support to keep him alive.

Then | sent Moinuddin to
Nazrul who was suffering from
malaria. | brought him to my
place and insisted that he
should have a consistent job at
Shaugat which would provide
him enough to keep him and
his family going. [ told him
that he would have to lecad or
preside over “the Shaugat
Majilish along with his other
colleagues to which he gladly
consented. |

The 'Shaugat Maflish’ soon
turned into an ideal place for
ado parley and rendezvous of
the poets. Nazrul used to sing
there. Music of course was a
forbidden thing at tha: time.
By this time Nazrul had be-
come a prominent figure both
in music and poetry.

| recommended that we
should gtve Nazrul a National
Reception. Reaction to that
suggestion was a mixed onc
Some people (especially
Muslims] seemed overjoyed at
the fact that a Muslim poet was
o be acrorded a reception and
on the other hand some among

. Y

the Hindu section of the sodi-
ety seemed displensed a0 the
fact that 8 Muslim poet only at
the age of 28 was o roicive
suich a wade coveruge
Dthip Kumar Roy. son ol 1> L
n wuch with me and
me 1o slop this, on the
ground that 1t would ruin
Nazrul's career | really did not
understand why such a large
number of people were pon-
dering over the subject with
such |
As a result | came up with
an idea of introducing a ool
umn called ‘Nazrul lslam This
column also incladed the E.I:
e opinton of both side a t
Nazrul's proposed reception in
the weekly Shaugat. We col-
lected public opinion for a
ar. Almost everyone saw no
{:rrn in this

reception. even
many students of Madrasah's
felt that this great poet should
be accorded a national recep
tion, some Mushm fun-
damentalists and communal
Hindus opposed the idea
Forming an Advisory Board
with A K Fazlul Haque
Principal of Calcutta Madrasah,
Shamsul Alam, Hedayet
Hussain, we decided to accord
a reception to Nazrul at the
Musiim Institute Hall. We
booked the Hall and paid for
"

M

" But when we n:-r:nd the
premises we found it was
occupied by Madrasah stu
denia.  When | went there |
found that Nazir Ahmed

'." .E

Chowdhury, editor of the
monthly, Mohammadi. was
was giving a speech. They
were opposing this reception
on the ground that Nazrul was
an atheist.

| asked Nazir to spare us
the floor. Some of our men in-
sisted that we should use force
to gel in. But |1 opposed the

idea. and suggested that we
should go in and convinee

them o leave, which they later
on did.

Advocate Khan Bahadur
Asaduzzaman presided over
the meeting and asked con-
sent of the people present at
the mecting over the issue of a
reception.  Almost everyone
voted in the positive.

At this meeting 8 commit-
tee was formed with both
Hindu and Muslims, in which
| was the Secretary. Shaugat
office became the Committee
nffice and the reception of
Nazrul was held at the Albert
Hall. Calcutta.

On the day of the recep-

tion, the auditorium even the"

sireets became over-crowded.
Sir P C Roy and Subhash
Chandra Bose arrived. In his
specech P C Roy said that we
would march forward in our

- T -

struggle for independence,
singing songs of Nazrul.

Then he asked Nazrul to
perform a few patriotic songs.
Hut Nazrul replied. “Sir, does
the groom sing and dance at
his own wedding? At that,
Subash Bose slapped him on
the back and said. “Sit! You've
ot to sing!”

Nazrul was then joined by
Umma Kanchan Bhattacharya.
and they sang a few songs 1o-
gcther.

DS: Do you think that the -
timate aim with which you

My ultimate objective was
to point out the social short
. | ded not care what

people thought of me. | was

cven more red when |
was confron or attacked.
Alter attacked | -hlrl

started a new geal
I do not believe that any so-

ers and unvetl thetr darkness.
It was once of its sort at thai

time.

Many female Hindu writers
such as Asha Purmna Devi con-
tributed in ‘Mahila Shaugat’,
Again | had to face severe pub-
lic opposition. But 1 believed
that a society where male and
female alike could not think
E'“ugn:ssiveiy was doomed to

So | continued my crusade.
‘Mahila Shaugat’ was published
al a time when it was consid-
ercd a sin il the handwritings
of a woman were seen by a

malc reader. But we published
their writings along with their

photos in Mahila Shaugat. It
was simply unimaginable by
any standard.

Sufia Kamal. a young maiden
at that time. wrote in ‘Mahila
Shaugat. There's a story to
that.

Sufia used to write poems at
home but she never sent them
for publication for fear of what
people might say. One day.
one her relatives — Karu was
her name, | think — came to
me and said that her auntie
had this writing pad full of po-
ems. | asked her to bring the
book fo me. | told Karu that

she wouldn't be committing a
sin even if she stole the book
for me!

When Karu brought the
book. I found the poems were
writlen in erratic lines, with
no commas or periods. DBut
once punctuations were done
and the lines arranged prop-
erly. they turned out to be very

good poems indeed.

Basanti was the title | gave,

to Sufia’s first poem published
in Shaugat. And Sufia Kamal
became a poet. .

She had a tremendous af-
fection for Nazrul. Once she
heard that some people had
insulted Nazrul pretty gndly in
Dhaka. Then she wrote to me,
pleading with me to help him.
She ended her letter by saying
that, "If Rabindra Nath dies,
then another Rabindra Nath
will be born; but if Nazrul dies,
there will not be another
Nazrul®.

| felt ashamed to know that
while such a young girl like
Sufia as so concerned about
Nazrul, we were doing nothing
to help him.

For about 10 years, what-
ever she wrote, she sent to the
Shaugat. The first time she
came to Shaugat office, she
was wearing a "burkha”™ but |
told her that somechow poetry
and burkha did not go hand in
hand. Sufia Kamal then said
she would wear the burkha up
to the Shaugat office. then
take it off once inside.

My only satisfaction is that |
was able to make room for
those writers who deserved it
There was not a single
promising writer in my time
who was denied a chance in
Shaugat and thus 'the journal
playcd a vital role in patroniz-
ing writers all the time,

DS: Through Shaugat you
managed to patronise writers
and in a sense (t cultivated
writers. What is the reason
behind the fact that in inde-

pendent Bangladesh there (s

MN: When | came to Dhaka in
1950 and | was completely
taken by surprise to find how
dominating the use of Urdu,

rather tahn Bengall, was here.
Even shopkeepers spoke to
me in Urdu which completely
baflled me.
| was having a tough time
Anding un?[u -rrtu; :nﬂﬂt
Shaugat o grou n.
Somehow, | managed to start
the Begum magazine — a publi-
cation exclusively for women.
Soon afterwards. young
Bengall poets of the time like
Hasan Hafizur Rahman, Abdul

Gani Hajari, Motahar
Hossain and rs came o
me and sald they wanted to

write but had no place. They
pruposed that | should take
the initiative in uniting the

wrilers of the region as | did
in Calcutta.

I readily accepted the offer
and let them use the Begum
oflice as their meeting place.
In here also came renowncd
poets of today such as Shamsur
Rahman. Syed Shamsul Haq.

Any such female wrilcrs'
organisation as the ‘Lekhika
Shangha’ did not exist then.
Nowadays there are numerous
organisations as these, but in
my time it was unthinkable.

Practice of music and songs
were prohibited in those
times. But | saw no harm in it
So [ look around for female vo-
calists. Laila Arjumand Banu
along with two of her sisters
volunteered in this elfort,
There was no stage for per-
forming. but we ma to
convert some wooden 'Chauki’
into performing siages and in-
credibly enough in a short
time | also found some women
who were eager to dance. Laila
Hasan, Ferduasi who were lit-
tle girls at the time sang in
those ‘Majlishs’. Anjana Shaha
used to dance there. This is
how we revolutionized female
participation in cultural fields
in Dhaka. At least it was a
trend setter which made the

Sufia Kamal had a
tremendous affection
for Nazrul. Once she
heard that some peo-
ple had insulted
Nazrul pretty badly
in Dhaka. Then she
wrote to me, pleading

“with me to help him.

She ended her letter
by saying that, "If
Rabindra Nath dies,
then another
Rabindra Nath will be
born; but if Nazrul
dies, there will not be
another Nazrul”.

way much easier for the com-
ing generation,

DS : You have lived through
British times, Pakistani rule
and now we are in inde-
pendent. free h. How
do you compare these three
ages in terms of cultural or lit-
erary freedoms and practices?

MN : It is my beliefl that
whatever the British might

have done in the political

arena, they never tried to sup-
press the deve t of our
own culture or lterature, If we
wrote against their political
interests, then they threw us
into jails. But they didn't tnter-

fere with our lterary move-

ments. So, although the actual
number of writers and poets
was small at the time. they did
write quite freely then.

Du the Pakistan era. |
noticed that people were pay-
ing more attention to how to
make a name and win awards
than to developing a progres-
sive culture. There were all
these slogan-type writing
prllﬂidhhnhnuhrh
move , and get what ever
there was to get.

After independence, again

we saw various pings.
Literatures started to-
wards different political
camps n Ershad came to

that Kavita Ke
thing like that, and pushed

writers and along the
same old path, while others
started against

them.
Since the fall of Ershad. all

boycotted by the others.
can't show their faces in
public and | don't know where
they are. In future, there might
be another change and writers
and poets who are active now
may get pushed into the back-
ground. But this kind of
changing of places is not de-
s in the field of literature.
I only know that writers and
poets should never bow to
pressure and should only write
what is true.

DS : You have battled all your
life against superstitions and
bigotry. Do you think that
writers and poets of today are
doing enough to fight bigotry
in the way yod did in your
time?

MN : In our time. we did not
have many highly-educated
writers. We had to work with
limited resources. But the
things they produced at the
time like Abul Mansur Ahmed's
"Hujure Kebla™ in Shaugat.
worked ltke swords against
bigotry. Abul Kalam
Shamsuddin and others wroie
powerful columns, but only
Shaugat published them.
others didn't or couldn't.

Today's writers are well-ed-
ucated and they are much
stronger today than their
counterparts of yesteryears.
But today's writers are not at
all vocal against all the super-
stitions and igmorance that ex-
ist in society. They are more
interested in experimenting
with the style of their writings,
putting more omaments on
them etc.

Now. we had a president
who regularly went to Atroshi
or some other place to pray:
then others sat around mazaars
of grave-sites and worshipped.
If leaders of the country get up
these kind of things, then

what would the ordinary peo-

ple do? Nowadays. many peo-
ple sell their cattle, goats etc.

to go to various orsh or Waaz
Mahfils without really know-
ing what these things are all
about. They think they will be
blessed if they go to these
things.

The situation is such that,
even the educated section of
society, instead of fighting
against these things. is actually
encouraging them. This is very
sal.

DS: Finally Mr. Muﬂhl,‘ﬁ
you personally content wi

that you have done, and with
what you are still doing at the
age of 1047

MN: It gives me an ecsiatic
pleasure to see the gradual
growth of intellectuals and
writers in our country, And
because ol my undying interest
in literature and literary pur-
suits, | try to attend all the cul-
tural and literary functions that
] am invited to. even at this
age!

I am proud to say that |
have set a trend in something.
in which all others. be #t our
countrymen or foreigners. are
lacking far behind. From 1976
| have been giving awards to
writers, poets. journalist peo-
ple who roam in the cultural
arena at my own expense each
ear. The nomineces are se-

cted irrespective of any
colour, race or party aflilia-
tions. | have been continuing
this endeavour Tor the last 16
years and | am proud of it and

Let alone the who
were shot and ki in the
Language Movement | have
made path much easicr for the
host of writers who wanted to
wrile and lish their script
in Bang through

Azsad. Fateh Lohani. Fazle
Lohant who were and
progressive writers the
thme.



