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Sheikh Mujib:

The Evolution of a

Great Leader

I am poor, | am empty-
handed,
Mease take my love
- For that is all | have.”

Poct Rabindranath Tagore,
quoted by Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman in a speech in Caleutta
on February 8, 1972

"Man
when he
acts from the passions.”

is only truly great

Benjamin Disracli

N EVERY POLITICAL dis

cussion in Dhaka, or el-

scwhere in Bangladesh,
even Lhe articulate Bengalis
usually take a pause before
asking, "What about Mujih?
How is he doing?” Sin'rﬂlnrlly. ]
have had dilficulties, some
jnexplicable hesitation, iIn
reaching the stage when a
close look at Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, the man and the
politician, 1is nol
necessary bul unavoidable.

There are reasons why most
of my fellow countrymen
showed considerable reluc-
tance to discuss the Sheikh as
candidly as they debated —
and criticised — the govern-
ment, or the ruling Awami
Leaguc. Mujib is both the
Awami League and the gov-
ernment; Mujib is also the Fa-
ther of the Nation. So, while
crilicising the administration
and discussing all its short-
comings. many would avoid all
mention of the Shetkh as
though the Prime Ministicr and
the government stood apart. A
few would say, a little defen-
sively, "Maybe Bangabhandhu is
notl fully aware of these prob-
lems; some would asscrt. "The
administration has let down
the Shetkh.’

To most Bengalis, even to
those who disapprove of the
Awami League, the Sheikh is
the real hope for Bangladesh, a
hope they do not want to give
wp. A leader who spent some
eleven yecars in prison, twice
came very close lo the gallows,
firat during the infamous
Agartala Conspiracy Case®
staged by Ayub tn December
1967; and then by Yahya dur-
ing the Bangladesh liberation
stroggle. Mujib is the triumph
of survivality, a gift that many

only

believe the leader ean now

pass on to his nation. That Mu-
Aib has won the hearts of mil-
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By S. M. Ali

lions of his peoplc, inside and
outside the country, by his
courage, fearlessness and
steadfast devotion to the causc
of his people is pow acknowl-
edged by all, regardicss of

their opinfon of Mujib as a
politician. And when the
Sheilkh fails to win anyone by
his courage, hec wins him by
his charisma and personal
charm or, #f he is addressing a
mecting, by his powerful ora-
tory and uncanny ability to
communicate with the audi-
ence, regardless of the size of
the crowd. | suspect television
and radio, which he has so far
scidom used, would hardly do
full justice to his appcal for the
IMASSCS,

Of course, Shecikh Mujib
himsell is fully ¢onscious -
some say. a liltle overconscious
— of his hold over the masses
and of his close rclationship
with his people, which, at
times, bult not always, tran-
scends political afliliations.
The Prime Minister talks about
this relationship quite often, in
his usual overconfident tone. A
good cxample of this was his

short spcech on January |0, |

1972, at New Delhis Palam
Airport where he had made a

stopover aller his relecasce [rom
prison in Pakistan. After de-
scribing his trip as "a journcy
from darkness to light,” the
Shetkh said, “In these nine
months my pcoplc have tra-
versed conturics. When | was
taken away from my pcople,
they wept: when | was held in
captivity, they fought; and now
when | go back: to them, they
arc viclorious,

"My pcople love me,” is an
oft-quoted remark of Banga-
bandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man. In forcign press rcports,
the claim is sometimes treated
with a touch of sncer, which is
unfortunate, because the
Shetkh says this in all sincerity
and apparcntly derives his real
strength as a lcader from this
“love of my people.”

As a man, the leader of his
people, Sheitkh Mujib repre-
scnis a phenomenon in
Bangladesh, which works
against all odds and survives
many possible challenges to
the personal authority of the
652-year old architect of the
young state.

However, this leader of out-
standing personal cournge and
tremendous charm who has a

Sheikh Mujib (right) with mentor Hossain Suhrawardy

beautiful love allair going with
his pcople, is also a politician,
the head of an administration
and the Prime Minister of a
country of 75 million pcople.
While he exudes his personal
charm and exercises his
charisma over his pcople, he
also handles powcr, runs an
administration, formulates
policies, issues directives and
opcralcs a party machine.

While it would be totally
impossible to separate Mujib,
the politician, from Mujib, the
man, the two can oflen appcar
as scparate cntities. To the
critics of the regime, Mujib,
thc man also sometimes ob-
scures, and shiclds, Lthe politi-
cian Sheikh, especially when
som¢ serious blunders com-
mitled by the government be-
come lopics for serious discus-
sion at home and abroad. Whilc
a greal deal has been said, in-
side Bangladesh and outside,
about Mujib the man, let us, for
a change, look al the politician
who is often hiding bchind the
man, and trace his career.

(Good Orator

A STUDENT LEADER of
somc cmincnce in pre-parti-
tion Bengal, Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman plunged into, politics
soon after the independence of
India and Pakistan in 1947.
His entry into the student poli-
tics in Dhaka University where
he was admitted into the Fac-
ulty of Law did not create
much of a stir. Bul he was no-
ticed because he was a good
orator and becausc he enjoyed
the backing of a small group of
Muslim Leaguec politicians —
including Hussain Shahid
Suhrawardy, the former Chief
Minister of undivided [3onaal,
who were already mobilising
their forces apgainst the auto-
cratic rule of Liaguat Ali Khan,
the then Prime Minister of
Pakigtan, Thosc who knew the
Shetkh, a tall handsonx young
man with a lrim moustache,
could hardly sce in him the fu
ture Father of the Natjon ol the
Republic of Bangladesh,

Those were the days when,
through Lthe Language Move-
mcnt launched by the students
in February, 1948 to demand
cqual treatment for Bengalt
and Urdu as oflicial languages
of Pakistan, the pro-Commu-
nist leftists and their sympa-
thiscrs had captured the lime-
ltght. Men like Mohammad
Toahh, Munier Chowdhury,
later a professor of Bengall in
Dhaka University and killed by
the Pakistani army during the
liheration struggle: Ofl Ahad,
an Opposition politician in
Bangladesh; and Tasaddugq
Ahmed, now living in London,
emerged as radical youth lead-
ers. Tajuddin Ahmed, another
Muslim League student leader
later the Finance Minister of
Bangladesh was certainly
closer to the group than

-Shetkh Mujfbur Rahman who

probably had alrcady devel-
oped, his distrust of the left
student movement In what was
then East Pakistan.
The leftist student leader-
;.I;t‘r in the Dhaka University
its misgivings about the
Sheikh and moderate role.
But Mujib probably already
knew that he was capable of
taking over the leadership of a
non-communist, or a thinly-
disguised anti-communist,
mass movement, provided he
completely identified himself
with the growing nationalist
irends in East Pakistan poli-
tics.

¢

was born into a middle-
class family. By being

closely assoclated with
peasants, | whatl oppres
ston 1s.

Through the ages. peasants
have been oppressed in this
country, as have all working
people, including labourers and
inteflectuals.

This country has known
oppression by feudal land -own
ers, moneylenders and parasite
businessmen. Oppressors were
also imperialism, colontalism
and neo-colonialism.

The golden people of this
couniry beeame desperale
through this weppression.
Which is the way to [reedom?
That question drove me despair
too.

But | found the road.

Some of my progressive
friends and fraternal political
parties spoke of class struggle.

“I Speak of Nationali

But | spoke of nationalism

Jinnahism spread the pol-
son ol communalism o every
corner ol this country. [n reply,
| say this: Let every man prac’
lice his own religion, and that
is the basis of secularism.

Al the same time, L speak of
democracy and soclalism. |
wanlt socialtsm In order o
establish an exploitation-free
social system.

I3ut not through bloodshed.

| want to establish soctalism
through democratic mecans,
through parliamentary means

‘and developed a

t-ln.

and practices,

reality of [hingladesh and afier

I have formulated and based

analysing its historical context.
The Soviet Union, China,
Yugoslavia have all built social-
ism according lo their individ-
ual positions.

| believe Bangladesh too has
to find its own way lo progress,
through the four principles of
nationalism, secularism,
democracy and socialism.

Nationalism

It's true nationalism can
assume a rcpulsive, horrifying
form, as in Hitler's Germany,
Mussolini's ltaly, Dr. Verwoerd's
South Alrica, Pakistan of the
Punjabl Khans or Zionist Isracl.

my ideclogy on the prevailing

The Incomparable Mupb

An official biographical
skctch of the Sheikh, released
by the Bangladesh Govern-
ment, sums up his perfor-
mance in these words: “Aflcr
the crecation of Pakistan,
Shcikh Mujibur Rahman came
over lo Dhaka (from Calcutia)
and cnrolled himselfl as a Jaw
siudent at the Dhaka Univer
sity. llc was arrested on March
11, 1948, when the Language
Movement stlarted. He actively
supported a strike by the Uni-
versity’'s menial workers and
was scnl lo jafl in March,
1949. On his rclcase he found
that he had been expelled
from the University. That was
the end of his university edu-
cation. He setl out on a turbu-
lent political carcer and waged
a relentless crusade against
social, economic and political
injustice. lle spent eleven
years of his life in Pakistan
prisons but did not compro-
misc with his principles.”®

Mass Support

While the leftist student
lenders who had shunned him
in the carly '40s quictly disap-
peared from the scene — some
had gone underground, a few
had changed their views and
some had quit politics —
Sheikh Mujib slowly built up
his mass support established
his own credentials as a leader
who was not alraid to go to jail
keen
awarcness of the smouldering
sense ol revolt among his
pcople. The only other leader
who was doing exactly the
same was Maulana Bhashani
who, as the President of
Awami League, was the
Shetkh's chiefl from 1949
1957, Mujib called him
Huzur (master), while
Bhashani often referred to the
Shetkh as ‘my son.'

However, il any politician
was Mujib's guru, he was not
Bhashani, but Shahid
Suh +When Su
had fo the Awami League
in 1949 with himsell as its
President, he made Sheikh
Mujfbur Rahman, then no
more Lhan a firebrand student
lcader, his Joint Seerctary.
From then, the two worked

very closcly and understood
cach other completely.
Suhrawardy valued Mujib's
iremendous organising skill,
his boundless energy and un-
qualificd devotion to the party:
Mujib admircd cverything
about Suhrawardy, his political
acumen, his sharp intelleclt
and cven his dominccring per-
sonality. The two also nccded
cach olher, Mujib nceded an
all-Pakistan personality as his
mentor, while Suhrawardy
could not do withoul somconc
like Muijib to help him build up
his mass support among the
Benpgalis. The two relained
their close rclationship right
until 1963 when Suhrawardy,
in his carly sixtics, dicd a
frustrated man in Befrut,

The inflluence that
Suhrawardy excrcised on Mu-
jib was one of moderalion;
some would also attribute the
Shcikh's distrust of commu-
nism to the. political teachings
ol this one-time Prime Minis-
ter of Pakistan. No wonder
when the Awami League split
over the pro-American foreign
policy of Suhrawardy, the
Prime Minister ol Pakistan in
1957, the Sheikh supported
Suhrawardy and opposed
Bhashani who quit the presi-
dentship of the organisation Lo
form the National Awami Party.

Suhrawardy also introduced
Mujib to the art ol constitu-
tional politics and thus cxer-
cised a sofllening influence on
his ardent Bengall revolution-
ary comrade. To quote again
from the official blographical
sketch, "In 1954, Sheikh Mu-
{ibur Rahman was clected to
the East Bengal Provincial
Assembly and became the Min-
ister-in-charge of Cooperative
and Agricultural Credit in the
cabinet of Sher-e-Bangla A K
Fazlul Huq, the great Bengall
lcader of the time. But the Fa-
zlul Huq cabinet was short-
livexl as the West Pakistani rul-
ing clique, alraid of the popu-
larity of the new Government,
dismissed fil..... In June, 19565,
Shetkh Mujib was clected to
the Consdituent Asscembly of
Pakistan. In 1956, when
Awami League government was
formed (in East Pakistan), he
joined the Cabinet as Minister-

That natlonalism is right-wing
and reactionary.

However, my nationalism is
left-wing and progressive.

If you study the character
and pattern ol expansion of
extreme and narrow nation-
alismis of Nazi Germany, fas-
cisls Punjab, racist Seuth

in-charge of Commerce,
Labour and Industries and
Anti-corruption Departments.
lle was the Chairman of Pak-
istan Tea Board from Junc
1957 to 1958.°

“ Thus, between 1953 and
1957, Sheikh Mujib eamc
pretly close to beeoming a
member of the establishment,
pursuing rather a soft line in
sccking adjustments in eco-
nomic and political relations
between Dhaka and Karachi
through constitutional means.

Yet, the fire within Mujib
never lotally died out. As a
minisler in the provincial cab-
inct, he was never particularly
suceessfiul. Besides, he did not
gel on well with the 1wo
provincial chiel ministcrs,
wilh Fazlul lluq in 1954 and
with Ataur Rahman Khan in
1956. The dissatisfaction
among the masscs, the grow-
ing rcstivencss among the
rank and file of the Awami
League and the continuing feud
between the provineial admin-
istration and the Pakistan
central government over [i-
nancial allocalion for East Mak-
istan madc Sheikh Mujib more
and morc discnchanted with
the systcm.

[ictween 1956 and 1958,
whilc scrving in East Pakistan
as the burcau chiel of Lhe La-
horc daily, the Pakistan Times,
| had scveral conversations
with Mujfb on Lhe gencral po-
litical situation in the country.
During onc conversation, prob-
ably in latc 1957, he had men-
tioned to me his ‘lirm beliel
thait the people of Bengal must
[ind thefr own destiny and
make their own future.

We had met at an official
reception held in henour of a

visiting delegation. Mujib took

me aside and started dis-
cussing the latest political sit-
vation. It was then that he
madec Lhis obscrvation. But the
discussion remained unfin-
ished.

Was Shcikh Mujibur Rah-
man then alrcady thinkéng of
indcpendence for East Pak-
istan? Probably yes. In lact,

" some official propagandists in

Bangladesh now claim that the
Bengali lecader had beeome
convinced that East Pakistan’
should be totally independent
as carly as in 1948, soon aller
the Language Movement had
rocked the country.

The Sheikh might have
though about an independent
Bangladesh In 1957, if not in
1948, but he did not present
his now famous six-Point Pro-
gramme for autonomy before
1966, three years aflter the
death of his political mentor,
Suhrawardy. .

Between October 1968
when the Sheikh was first ar-
rested by General Ayub ‘and
February, 1969 when he was
finally released from jail, the
man who was to create a ncw
nation was either in prison or
under house arrest. But there
were short periods in between
when the Sheikh uscd his
[reedom to organise the Awamd
league along increasingly mili-
tant lines.

From February. 1969, on-

" ... and sociclism, secularism, democracy”. The four principles formed the core of Bongabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rohman's polifica thinking. In on inferview  which formed o brief inlroductony chapler of
Khoncker Mohammod llyas 's  book Muibbod published on Dec. 16, 1972, Bangabandhu spoke of his

poliical philosophies. Here are some excerpls of Mujib’s replies:

Alrica or Zionist Israel, you'll
find that their main strength
lies in monepoly capitalism,
leudalism, imperialism, colo-
nialism, milftartsm and bureau-
cratisaion. They are enemies of
democracy as well as socialism.
That's the nationalism of the
OpPPressor.

My nationalism Iis the
nationalism of the oppressed
The Awami League, which s a
party formed by the coming
together of peasants, workers,
students and the intellectual
classes, i1s at the vanguard of
my nationalism. f

Therclore, the nationalism
that Is the main pillar of my
ideology, that revolutionary and
progressive nationalism has ho
reason, whether historical, eco-
nomic or social, to turn Into
[ascism.

Socialism
Democracy

We know two ways Lo estab-
lish a socialist system.

One is armed revolution
under the leadership of work-
ers, peasants, inlclicetuals and
olther working people; and the

other is through parlamentory

wards, events moved swillly.

“The generdl election in De-

ccmber, 1970 which gave Mu-
jib's Awami League an un-
preccedented landslide victory
wis followed by Yahya's post-
poncment ol the session of the
natjonal parliament, the civil
disobedience movement
launched by the Sheikh, the
abortive Sheikh-Yahya talks in
[Dhaka, the army crackdown,
the arrest of the Sheik and the
war for Iliberation of
Bangladesh.
L] L] ]

BY ANY STANDARD, this is
a rcmarkable political ecareer
which, through a quarter of a
cenlury, has been shaped by
powcerful events whose sc-
quence believe the anticipation
of even the main actors in the
drama, including the Sheikh
himsclf,

The obvious distinguishing
[catures of the Sheikh's carcer
arce his indomitable courage,
his continuous reliance on his
ownmass support and his [rc-
quent use of agitational politics

as an instrument to achicve his:

objectives.

Nationalist Leader

Right through the decade of
the '60s, when Mujib's role
was clcarly that of an ardent
rcevolutionary Bengali-national-
ist lcader, we sec him domi-
nating the Awami Leaguc and,
through it, the entire political
scene of what was then East
Pakistan. But there were con-
flicting tendencics and con-
tradictions within the man's
personality, which were ollen
clearly reflected in his political
stralegy. He was loved and al-
most adored by the masses and
he tried his best to play the
role of a democratically
elected leader of a - political
party, fighting for democracy
in the eountry. But he himsclf
had become a domincering
personality and had grown

markedly impaticnt of criti-
ctsms and a little disdainful of
the so-called committee deci-
sfons and all forms of collec-
tive leadership. Whenever
there where conllicts between
the Awami League and other
political partics, Mujib, already
a national figure, was com-
pletely partisan and often
ruthless in denouncing those
who opposed his organisation.
Yct, he developed a power base
of his own, especially ameong
young students in the universi-
ties, quite indcpendent of the
influcnce of the party. In this

sense, he attached much

ater importance to personal
gull_f which he undoubtedly
enjoyed from his followers —
and [rdends who did nef even
belong to the Awami League —
than to old-fashioned ideas
about party discipline or
democratic cohesiveness
within the organisation.

smm_”_l

Because of the {ll-wind of
communalism in Bangladesh,
no class-based organisation or
class-struggle has swccessfully
emerged. The threat posed by
communalism against even
ordinary democratic movements
was a dangcrous one.

In such a situation, instead
of class-struggle, what emerged
was a national revolutionary
party, the Awami League, which
cut across class barriers and
which enjoyed the active sup-
port ol Lhe peasants, workcrs,
intcllcetuals and other working
people and classes.

After the eradication of land-
lordism, leudalism is ne longer
very strong in this country.

What we now have are the
left-overs of feudalism — petty
landlords, money-lenders and
thelr bureaucrat-touts. It will be
possible to get rid of them
Lthrough the legal process,

On the other hand, the
Awami League has blocked the
path of expansion of the bour-
geols class and capftalism by
nationalising banking, insur-
ance, large and heavy industry
and a large chunk of commeree
and Lradc.

They don’t have (he strength
or power o launch an armed
struggle against the govern-
ment. The people of this country
have enough power to resist the
oppressor class.

Socialism cannot happen
overnight — it is a long-term
process. We have to move
peacciully and slowly. We have
o advance step by step,

There has been enough
bloodshed, no more. Now,
through parliamentary democ-
racy and peaeeful means, we
want to take the country
lowards unily, progress and
sociadsm. aq

For this, | befieve power does
nol grow oul of the barrel of a
gun: people are the source of
powcer'.

It can of course be argued
that if Shetkh Mujib had run
the organisation or followed a
political strategy strictly ae-
cording to conventions, there
would have been no
Bangladesh now and East Pak-
istan would still be fighting
with Islamabad for its rights.

Over the years, Sheikh Mu-
jib mellowed a great deal, per-
haps more as a man than as a
politician. As one of his close
associates says, alter all these
years in prison, he now so ob-
viously enjoys being back with
his family. Once he was a
rather strict father to his five
children; now he is kind, con-
siderate and even gentle.

To pcople who knew him
well, even Muijib, - the paeliti-
cian is no longer quitc the
same. lle is still the deter-
mincd, tough Ileader who
fought his way [rom onc crisis
to anothcr, but he no longer
has that touch of arrogance
with his party collcagues once
found rather disconecerting. In
privaie conversations, hc still
makcs  scathing eriticisms
against his political adver-
sarics, but few find him vin-
dictive, and fewer still think
that he will lake exccutive ac-
tion to silencc his critics, un-
lcss he is badly provoked or
cdangerously misled by some of
his cxtremist associales.

A former Awami Léague
leader, Shah Azizur Rahman
who allegedly supported the
army rule was arrested by the
Bangladesh police soon after
liberation. His wife'camc to sce
the Sheikh to plead for her
husband. Mujib said plainly
that the law should take its
own eourse. Then, taking his
private secretary completely by
surprise, the Sheikh ordered
that Shah Azizur Rahman's wife
be paid 500 taka ( approxi-
matcly US 8 65) cvery month
from the Prime Minister's
Special Fund for the family's
lHving expenscs. "Until when?”
the Secretary asked in bewil-
derment. "Wel, until the case
against Shah Azizur Rahman
has been settled by the court
one way or the other,” the
Sheikh replied and made it
clear that he wanted no lur-
ther discussion on the subjeet.

L L L]

FOR WRITING A good
‘copy’, my last meeting with
Sheitkh Mujibur Rahman,
which took place in Dhaka, in
the Mirst week of October, was
somowhat unproductive, | was
on my way to [Tomgkang alter a
visit to Londen had arrived
in Dhaka fust when Mufib had
begun the clean-up oporation.

(Comtinued on page nine)




