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HE KkKind ol poetid
I language that Kazi
Nazru! Islam, one of the
major Bengali poels, tries to
evolve is not only a break-
through in the literary history,
but is also a political act in
tended to enhance a cultural
struggle against colonialism
a..d imperial:sm. The fact that
one's language itself can be an
effective political weapon is
well-exemplified in the poetic
oeuvre of Nazrul Islam. partic-
ularly in his famous poem
called Vidrohi (the Rebel)
which has earned Nazrul, al
most permanently, the epithet
rebel. This is a poem which is
perhaps more read than any of
Nazrul's works: and readings.
hitherto generated and dis-
seminated. have mostly beemn a
recurring cvcle of stock-re
sponses that tend to freeze the
semantic and associative pos-
sibilities of the poem in the
sense that Nazrul is only cus
tomarily read as a poet rising
to revolt against all forms of
oppression and discrimination.
True, Nazrul, both at the po-
etic and political levels, fought
uncompromisingly against
colonial and feudal oppres-
sions, but this particular

aspect of the poet is often”

pushed to the extent of mak-
ing it a settled norm in Nazrul
criticisms, while circumscrib-
ing or undermining the poet's
language-struggle which essen-
tially involves the politics of
the language — or the politics
of the text, as Edward Said
calls it.

Now, what is the politics of
the text that Nazrul's Vidrohi
tends to exhibit? Taking cues
and clues from Marfx's rela
lions of production that sur-
face in the historical dynamics,
one can also viably speak of the
relations of language that op-
erate in the creation of texts.
These language-relations may
encompass a given text's rela-
tions to its tradition, and its
position in the literary history
— in other words, a text's re-

sponse to, and relationship
with, other texts. Vidrohi.
known as a revolutionary

poem, exhibits its own lan-
guage-relations in terms of the
varying degrees of linguisiic
audlacity and transgression hat
the poem brings to the fore.
challenging and unsetiling a

host of poetic norms.

It ‘néeds mentioning here
that Nazrul was writing at a
time when India was under the
colonial rule of the British, and
when an anti-colonial struggle
had already been launched. not
only at the political level
through the conscious, politi
cal participation of the grow-
ing middle class. but also in
literature through the works of
Rabindranath Tagore who had
been involved in an unprece-
dentedly massive language-
struggle ir that his poetry ex-
pands the strength and poten-
tials of the Bengali language
developed earlier in the hands
of Iswarchandra Vidyasagar
and Michacl Madhusudan
Dutta. This involvement is not
merely aesthetic, not only lin-
guistic and literary, but also
political: for, the new lan-
guage. with its promise and
gradually expanding territo-
ries, directly challenges the
ruling cultural ideoclogy of
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Rereadmg Nazrul’s Vzdrohz The Polltlcs of Its Language

by Azfar Hussain

On the occasion of the 18th death-anniversary of Kazi Nazrul Islam, who'was born on May 24,
1899 and who died on August 29, 1976, The Daily Star takes this modest opportunity to present
here an essay by an author involved in proposing alternative readings of:Nazrul's oeuvre
along the Marxist, postmodernist, postcolonial lines

colonialism which. no doubt,
always tends to weaken and
undermine all possible
strengths of the other, of the
colonized. Indeed. it is this
anti-colonial linguistic strug-
gle. part of the middle-class
cultural struggle, which Nazrul
Islam carries forward through
evolving a new language in his
poetic oeuvre, particularly in
the poem Vidrehi, which had
appeared on the literary scene
like an atom bomb as it were.
And here is where one begins
{0 read the politics of Nazrul's
language.

True, Nazrul writes directly
against the foreign rulers. and
he was also involved in politi-
cal activism directed against
these colonial rulers whose
wrath he had incurred in a way
unknown to anyone writing be-
fore and after him : he had to
go Lo the jail for writing po-
etry! While poetry, thus, took
him to the jail. the language of
his poetry breaks it and frees
him from the jail. His resis-
tance to the "prison-house of
language” is tellingly intense in
Vidrohi which links him up
with the glorious Bengali tradi-
lion of the struggle for Iree-
dom — with the anti-colonial
struggle of Vidyasagar-Madhu-
sudan-Tagore (in fact, one can
go hack even earlier to such
figures as Chandidas, Nanak
and Kabir)

Nazrul, thus strategically
positioning himsell in -the
continuum of his literary tra-
dition, also tries to find a new
space, a new territory for his
linguistic and stylistic opera-
tions which again make him
different from Tagore and his
predecessors. In fact, Nazrul's

Vidrohi can be viably read as a
text of this spatial politics and
also as one ol the poet's stylis
tic signature. apart from the

fact that this poem is one of
the most striking examples of
a post-colonial text — the kind
of texts animated by opposition
and resistance to colonialism,
as can be found in the works of
post-colonial African, Indian
and Latin American writers.

One may be reminded here of

Yeals's poetry of decoloniza-
tionn, Fanon's counternarrative
of anti-imperialist decoloniZa-
tion, Cesaire's anti-colonial po-
etry, and_also the works of
such writers — discriminat-
ingly listed by Edward Said —
as Garrey, Marg Mariategi.
Cabral and Du Bois. for in-
stance. In fact, Nazrul's anti-
colonial position in Vidrohi
can be seen in terms of those
famous lines ol Pablo Neruda :
"l am not withoul company and
I speak for all. /Someone is
hearing me without knowing
it. / But those |1 sing of. those
who know, / go on being born
and will overflow the world.”
2

Before one moves on to look
into the politics of the text in
one needs to keep in mind
what Serajul I1slam Chaudhury
in hita brilliant book on Nazrul,
says : ‘Nazrul Islam called him-
self a rebel’. and declared that
he would pnot cease to fight till
all oppressions in the world
had been put to an end. He
made friends with the terror
ists, young men and women
who believed in armed strug-
gle. He sang epening songs at
political gatherings, addressed
large conferences.... His was a
spirit of rebellion. He meets
the Hegelian specifications of a
hero, of one who was more
than an artist or a politician
and was endowed with an
“insight into what is timely as
well as the courage 1o act deci;
sively on Lhe basis of his con-
victions”. Indced. this politi-

cally active and charged
Hevelian self, who constaitly
takes the temperature of the
age. is only reconstituted tex-
tually and linguistically, in the
poem Vidrohi. Moreover; the
consciousness of the fact that
Nazrul comes from the class of
the rural proletariat and that
he also believes in the politics
of the proletariat goes into the
politicization of his language in
Vidroht : "1 am the pain and
sorrow of all homeless suffer-
ers, / | am the anguish of the
insulted heart....”

Noticeable as it is. the
poem begins with sharp, bold,
charged., uninhibited impera-
tives : "Say, Valiant, / Say :
High is my head.,” and these
imperatives, declared in ve-
hemence, run throughout the
poem, giving one the impres-
sion that the verbal fo c:s
hitherto suppressed have
found their ventilation in a
way that would outstrip the
magnitude of suppressions
themselves; the poet also says
in the poem : "Suddenly I have
come to know myself, / All the
false barriers have crumbled
today". Franz Fanon. in his
Wretched of the Earth, speaks
of the colonial violence of sup-
pression perpetrated on the
colonized, advocating the need
for jazzing up a true coun-
ternarrative of liberation.
Nazrul. in this poem. comes
up with a counter-rhetoric, if
not a counter-narrative, of lib-
eration as a mark of resistance
to the colonial violence of
suppression which finds fur-
ther expressions in the spatial
and celestial images he uses,
generating both vertical and
horizontal movements. and
thus., putting the so culled
geographical hegemony of the
colunizer wunder erasure .
"Piercing the earth and the

heavens: / Pushing through
Almighty's sacred seat / Have
I risen.”

While coming up with his
anti-colonial rhetoric of resis-
tance accompanied by the
barrier-breaking spatial and
celestial images of movements,
Nazrul also exhibits his anti-
imperialist resistance through
deconstructing the colonial
and imperial topography and
geography; the' poet himself
says that he rips apart the
wide sky of the universe, and

leaves behind the moon, the
suin, the planets and the stars.

Edward Said, in his Cullure¢
and Tmperialism, justly says :
“If there is anything that radi-
cally distinguishes the imagi-
nation of anti-imperalism, it is
the primacy of the geographi-
cal element. Imperialism after
all is an act of geographical vio-
lence through which virtually
every space in the world is ex-
plored. charted, and finally,
brought under control. For the
native. the history of colonial
servitude is inaugurated by loss
of the locality to the outsider;
its geographical identity must
thereafter be searched for. and
somehow restored. Because of
the presence of the colonizing
outsider, the land is recover-
able at first only through the
imagination.” And indeed, it is
first through the imagination
(and. therefore, through his
language and texts) that Nazrul
not only tries to recover his
own land, but also appropriates
possible celestial spaces,
thereby suggesting the un-
trammeled. irresistible inten-
sity of his anti-imperial and
anti-colonial resistance.

In fact, his resistance takes
on the shape of a fury which
brings to the fore a kind of po-
elics and politics of decon-
siruction as it were : "I am the
fury of the wild fire, I burn to
ashes this universe”, or "I am
the [ury of typhoon, / |1 am the
tlumuliuous roar of the ocean”.
Noticeable as it is, throughout
the whole poem. the images of
destruction, dissolution, disin-
tegration — suggesting a kind
of a decbnstructive play of im-
ages and signifiers — recur:
one notices the images of
Nataraj and Israfeel in the
poem. This deconstructive
pose of the poet certainly
serves as a threat to the colo-
nial politics of consolidation
and expansion, and also initi-
ates a post-colonial moment in-
the poem; but, then, this is not
at all any nihilistic deconstruc-
tion — or, for that matter, any
deconstruction of the
Derridean brand as such.

Here, Nazrul's deconstruc-
tion is vertainly operative on
the basis of the dialectic ol

breaking and making, as, the
poet himsell makes it explicit :

' am creation, | am destruc-
tion. / | am habitation, | am
the graveyard. / | am the end.

the end of night".
wants to break the spell of all
possible shapes and shades.
nuances and norms of colonial
and imperial hegemony. Asing

Yes, the poet

the textual metaphors of
Roland Barthes., one can say
that Nazrul is interested in
breaking and exploding the

~ closed text which colonialism

itsell establishes and ensures,
and while breaking this text,
the poet moves onto ceiebrate
the play of what is called open
text : "I am disorderly and law-
less, 1 trample under my feet
all rules and discipline.” But,

then, this disorder, as indi-
cated earlier, is only rhetori-
cal., not real. For, Nazrul.

clearly defining his elass-posi-
tion. moves towards a counter-
order reflected in a classless
society, in "a new universe of
joy and peace” that the poet
creates only through his imag-
ination : "I shall uproot this
miserable earth effortlessly
and with ease, / And create a
new universe of joy and peace.
/ Weagy of struggles, I, the
great rebel, / shall rest in
quiet only when 1 find / The
sky and the air free of the pi-
teous groans of the oppressed.”

One should notice that the
poem Vidrohi, while involved

in the images and rhetoric of
breaking. is anti-celonial, but
when the poem accommodates
its space for a future order,
howsoever imagined. it tends
to be post-colonial. In fact, one
sees this kind of post-colonial-
ity in African poetry, for ex-
ample in the poetry of Cesaire
and Senghor, both of whom
tend to create a future, post-

colonial Africa through their
imagination. For instance,

Cesaire says : "Africa, my
mother, would rise and
sparkle.” Or says Senghor : "My
ribs keep burning and burning

/ With a desire for a black.

1
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While looking into the al-
mosi-Shelleyean dialectic of
destruction and creation that
is at play in the poem Vidrohi,
one begins to see the accom-
panying language-relations as

weill. The torrents of impera-
tives and the surge of the
rhetoric of assertions and re-
coveries accompanied by the
images of counter-appropria-
tion of the geographical and
celestial spaces, coupled with
those of breakages and wreck-
ages, almost edging close to a
kind of deconstructionist play
constitute a hitherto-unknown
language full of deviations and
audacities. Geoffrey N Leech,
very interestingly, lists the va-

rieties of poetic licence in
termis of certain r.ih'iau_una
such as Jexical deviation,

grammatical deviation. phono-
logical deviation, graphological
deviation, semantic deviation,
dialectal deviation, and devia-
tion of register. Indeed. a close
reading of Vidrohi's language
exhibits almost all forms ol
linguistic deviation in varying
degrees, which means that the
emerging language is not only
coming to a confrontation with
the established poetic idioms
isay Tagore’s), but is also ex-
tending its own spate ol pos-
sibilities. and this is the poli-
tics of Nazrul's language with-
out which his anti-colonial,
anti-imperial imaginatibn
would not have taken any
shape or shade whatsoever.
Noticeable . as it is, the
space of possibilities within
the language of Vidrohi is
competently extended through
accommodating a host of ap-
parent semantic incompatibili-
ties in terms of a series ot bi-
nary oppositions which, how-
ever, are resolved into an aes-
thetically and politically
satisfying unity. For example,
as indicated earlier. the rebel
in the poem is "whimsical and
playful”; he dallies freely with
death; while, at the same time.
the rebel is a loyer. modest
and shy, coy like a village girl
The poet says explicitly : "In
one hand of mine is the tender
flute / while in the other I
hold the war-bugle”. or
"Sometimes | am quiet and
serene, / 1 am in a frenzy at
other times", and thus, ac-
commodating the accents and
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infllections of the two contrary
states of the reality like life
and death, light and darkness,
creation and destruction,
movement and stillness, love
and hatred, and also fusing
such contraries into a unity,
Nazrul forges a politics of lan-
guage capable of counteracting
the forces of disintegration,
discrimination and divide et
impera — including class-dis-
crimination. gender-discrimi-

nalaun and ﬁvgn communalism
— that are ideologically acti-

vated and encouraged by colo-
nialism and imperalism. It
needs mentioning here that
both colonialism and imperial-
ism certainly aim at spatial and
geographical integrity and ex-
pansion as long as they serve
the interests of the colonizer.
But, at the same time, the col-
onizer tries to divide and dis-
integrate the colonized cultur-
ally. linguistically, communally,
so as to preclude the possibili-
ties of any revolutionaty unity
of the colonized. Nazrul

keenly aware of this colonial
dynamics, sharpens and
politicizes his language to the
extent that he can break "the
false barriers' — mostly cre-
ated by the colomial politics,
and thus, he can come up with
an anti-colonial language of
umnity.

In his attempts to break the
barriers between. and forge
the unity of the colonized
Nazrul's language becomes ac-

ommodative of both the
Hindu and Muslmm myths

which. held together, shape an
aesthetic and political force
hitherto unknown in Bengali
poetry. His unmistakable flair
for mythopoesis is indeed
nothing but an dnti-colonial
polifical stratagem deployed to
assert his own cultaral identity
against the imperialist project
of effacement

It is also worthwhile to no
tice that Nazrul's language
evinces a conitinuous interplay
between the prosaic and the
poetic, between the indige-
nous and the foreign. One can
not miss the creative mix of
varied lexical resources includ-
ing the Arabéc and Persian and
Irdu words. local idioms cho
sen from the familiar rural
ambience, and Sanskritized
words accompanied by an in
sistent conversational tone
tune and text, and also by play
fuul allusions. Moreover, there
is= also an interplay between

and a chemistry. of various
metrical. syntactic and rhyth:
mic patterns in Vidrohi

though. at the same time. one
finds a certain amount of syn

tactic and metrical repetitions
which. in fact, go on to const

tute a specifically occupied
space of assertions for Lae
colonized. With repetitions and
#arieties. this kind of language
used by Nazrul in his poem
Vidrohi does not prove to be
only powerful. but also living
and appealing. and such a len
guage becomes an eflective po-
litical weapon for a Hegelian
héro ltke Nazrul Islam who is
more than a politician as well
as more than a poet

Indeed. the poetics and
politics of Nazrul's Vidrohi can
be rewardingly read and

reread for changing language
relations through a linguistic
struggle in which all of us are
involved in varying degrees

National Consciousness in Nazrul's Poetry and Song

by Mohammad Mahfuzullah

HERE exists a sharp

difference between na

tional literature and the
literature infused with national
consciousness. |l not judged
from the perspective of the
role played by literature in
arousing mass-consciousness
as well as the all-embracing
social awakening this differe
nce mayv mysieriously escape
our eyes. Against this back
ground. the urgency of defi
ning in clear terms the char
acteristics as well as the form
and content of both national
literature arid the literature of
national consciousness s is a
st

Al the very outset is should
be clearly stated that any piece
ol literary work written in na
tional language and attaining
artistic execellence is worih
considering to be a proud ad
dition to the national literary
ireasures. The simple reason is
that it widens the realm of na
tional literature Thess types ol
literary creations may or ma)
not contain national spirit or
glowing fire within. but this
lacking if any. does never
minimise their artstic excel
lence. Literary pieces may be
of high order and of artisti
excellence containing in it any
kind of passion emotion exu
berance and experience of in
ner seli. There is no hard and
fast rule thai literary creations
ought to be natiomalistic ir
character and mass-inspiring
in nature. The active agenis
working in the minds of cre
alive genjuses are divergent
and varies i nature. Literary
works can be ol high order
even withouwl conlaindirng wilhm

It any kind of national spiril
e sole.purpose of any lit-
eralure is not always Lo credte
Nnational CONsSCIOUSNESS
swell the hearts ol the lellow
beings with hopes and aspira
tioms. 11 is also aimed al ex
panding the horizon of human
experiences. and aiding a
fame Lo impulses and urges
for love as well as enjoyment of
heauly. a creative wriler per
forms this humane act by jeal
ously guarding and honestly
preaching the dictum of truth
justice and beauty This is nol
that of a religious or social
missionary. To him truth. jus-
uce and beauty are nothing but
human experiences, devotedly
gathered and expressed in his
pecullar and distinctive way

The literary creations which
he adds 1o the national Lrea
sures and riches. broadly ju
dge iltimately lrea
sures of world literature In
sense, each and every
literatuire havirng artistic
lence is world-literature

But literature enriched Dy
national consciousress and
aspirations ol a partculiar
people ought to be quite dil

and
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ferent in nature. The simpie
reason s that the sole purpose

of this kind of literary cre
ations s not arttaining creatne
excelEnce. DUl grousing na
tional consciousness There is
nc obstaclke on the way of these
types of literary pieces in be
irng rich both in formm and con
enti. talented writers ofter
make them n that case a
i
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form anel content 8 made

such a way that every endeav
our results in a superb cre-
AlkOr)

Basic Difference
The inherent underlying

principal and basic difference
between the literature in
flamed wi‘h naticnal conscio
usness and the literature
devoid of it, is that the former
aims at depicting the hopes
and aspirations as well as the
relentless struggle of a particu-
lar group of people or the
whole nation. and the latter,
convincingly raises the hopes,
aspirations and dreams of indi
viduals. The second one can be
memaorable for artistic guali
ties alone. but the former is to
be judged from quite a differ-
ent angle of vision. Literature
aimed al infusing national con
sciousness can in no way be
devoid of national hopes, aspi
rations and dreams The form
of such literary creations may
be different and divergent, but
the content should be same in
narure

H we make a ciose and keen
study of Nazrul' poetry, we can
lee]l and realise the real nature
and characteristics of litera-
ture charged with the spirit ol
national consciousness. Thous
ands of Nazrul's poems and
songs contain romantic feeli
ngs sensuous beauty as well as
eternal lusts for life and
happiness. A sensitive emo
tional individual min@ is seem
captivated in these poems and
songs in symbolic significance
These poems and songs rich .in

Wiguage similes metaphors

images and high soaring {lights
are permanent treasures of
world literature. These are
considered the shining peals
of Bengali literature. Bul
should Nazrul be satisfied with
these creations only he would
not have been admired as a
national poet. He was not gon
tent with the poetic task ol
depigting his private mind
alone, rather he espoused the
mind of the country and that ol
the nation with right earnest
and utmos! devotion

Nazrul appeared in the li
erary horizon like a blazing
comet at a very critical junc
ture of our history His humane
soul was stirred by the pains
and pangs of his shackled
motherland under the British
rule This made him rebellious
in spirit, and devoted (o pas
sionately portray the miseries
of his countrymen in various
shades. colours and tones he
made his poetry a formidabie
weapon in the battle against
the Britishers, as well as
against all forms of inequality
injustice and oppression. He
was imbued with the sense of
social responsibility and hu
man urge to fight against all
forces of exploitation. and fi
nally he resohved to uge his po
etic genius to awaken his co.
nirymen and [ree his mothe:
land from colonial bondage

He had also rightly realised
that this subcontinent was nol
a country of only one religious

group or a nation. From the
point of religious, sod ial. cul
tural and raditional inheri
tance the inhabitants ol the

sub-continent belong to various
distinet groups, of them the
Hindus and Muslims, in spite
of influences exerted by one on
the other due to historical rea-
sons, remained quite distinct
with their separate entity. No
fusion whatsoever was largely
possible. Their literary inheri
tance is also distinct and quite
discernible. That truism was
felt by post Qazi Nazrul Islam.
Moreover, he understood the
social import of the distine-
tiveness of the Hindu-Muslim
culture,

Nazrul launched a flerce
fight against the Britishers. He
had cherished the upheaval ol
the common masses and
worked for that He was a
dreamer of the salvation of the
masses irrespective ol their
religious beliefs and identities

He realised that to make his
dream a reality the general
awakening of Hindu-Muslim
masses was a must. He tried to
make the mind of his fellow
being particularly the Muslims
steady after the strain inflicted
upon them by various cata
clysm. With this end in view he
made literary persuits of the
deepest import. He was not an
ivory-tower intellectual. He

lived with the masses and
shared their sorrows and hap-
piness This direct and deep
link with the masses made
him realise the necessity ol
crealing literary pieces em

bodied with the spirit of na

tional consciousness. To arouse
the conscience of the dormant
masses he made every eflort
and started composing po=ms
and songs full of inspiration
and vigour His poems and
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songs kindled flames in the
minds ol both the Hindus and
the Muslims.

Nazrul was successful In
creating this mental upsurge of
the masses by his sincerity ol
purpose with his mighty pen
He waged a vigorous war for
reedom. he realised that the
Britishers had already sucked
the life-blood of both Lae
Hindus and the Muslims
Therefore, to save them from
utter ruination a renaissanee
was a must. He also knew that
the march of the masses once
set in motion would nover
cease, But how to make a
moribund nation spirited and
dynamic? He posed this ques
tion Lo his conacience. The an
swer that peoel Nazrul per

ceived was logical and conciu

He felt that the Hindu and
Muislitn masses of the country
could be pulsated with new
vigour and spirit through po

ems and songs of quite diffe:

ent and distinct nature in form
and content. A realist as he
was. he furthermore realised
that poems and songs without
being based on Islamic ideals
and values, Muslim history and
Arabic and Persian traditions
would naturally have no deep
and lasting eflfect on the Mus
lims. To awaken the Muslim
masses from the slumber and
to kindle afresh their cons

cltence, he wrote thousands ol
poems and songs based on the
ideals, values and proud his
tory of Islam and charged with

=]V

Muslim renai
knew that the

the spirit of
ssance. MNazrul
chief source Itrom where
Muslim culture draws its
inspirations and nourishment
was the role the Prophet of
Islam (Sm] and their Caliphs
which they had played in
human  history This deep
historical realisation made the
poet of Muslim renaissance to
portray their lives on the
perspective of history and the
present day context. Nazruls
Islamic poems and songs had
created stupendous impact on
the minds of the Muslim
masses. and ultimately made

them ignited andd dyvnanin

In the same way. Narrul like
student of sociolog

realised (hat

N ardent
il history  also
the chiel from where
Hindu culture draws its inspi
nourishment is the

SOLITye

ration and
Hindu great
the

s WO 1m

vthology The

epics the Ramavana Th1al
Mahabharata are
sources ol nspiraton
slements ol

culture 18

pOr Lan
1o Hindus The

which the Hindu
anp..-u-.:-.l %] gave an ex
Lremely charactel
1oy the literature of the country
particularly of the medeaval
ane Nazrul, an honest believer
ol Hindu Musalim unity and
reawakening. felt the necessily
ol the portrayal ol the Hindu

distinclive

heroes: gods and goddesaes
just o inluse new spirtl InLo
ihe minds of the Hindu

masses Nazrul portrayed them
in the spirit ol a rebel poet be
lieving in the power ol de
struction. He uphold the new
spirit and sense ol pride culti
vated in the minds of his
countermen. Often the Hindu
poets spoke ol Hindu national
ism alone but Nazrul sang lor
the regeneralion ol whole ol
Continued On Poge L



