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Ziaur Rahman: A man and a leader

by MM Rezaul Karim

knowledged that Shaheed

Ziaur Rahman left an
indelible mark and occupied a
highly significant place in the
history of Bangladesh. His
contribution to the creation
and development of Bangladesh
was unique. No other leader
succeeded in playing such an
important and combined role
during the war of liberation to
create Bangladesh as well as to
develop Bangladesh through a
democratic process after its
creation.

His declaration of indepen-
dence on the 27th March 1971
over the radio was heard by
many and later reverberated
throughout the country. His
clarion ecall thus heralded the
glorious war of liberation by
giving direction and instillin
confidence among a fearful,
fleeting and rudderless popu-
lace. He demonstrated an un-
garal]eled sense of patriotism,

oldness and leadership by
uniting a dishevelled nation
and giving them hopes for a bet-
ter future, while all other lead-
ers. including elected represen-
tatives of the people; were busy
in saving themselves by fleeing
across the borders into India.
Zia's call particularly moti-
vated the Bangladeshi men in
uniform in his own East Bengal
Regiment, the East Pakistan
Rilles. the Ansars and others
and helped them to regain their
lost pride, confidence and sense
of discipline. They then re-

ouped themselves and later
ormed as the core of the Mukti
Bahini to stage the heroic fight
to liberate the fettered nation.

Zia was a galtant,and sue-
cessful Sector Commander, who
imbued among his comrades
the spirit thal prompted free-
dom fighters to make the
supreme sacrifice for their land
and people. He restored democ-
racy by introducing a rmulti-
party political system in 1977
after it had been shattered by
the Awami League's introduc-
lioni ol one-party rule of Bak-
shal in early 1975. In that way.
he saved the nation from being
a lotalitarian state and put it on
the right track in keeping with
the wishes an democratic aspi-
rations of the people. Another
contribution Shaheed Ziaur
Rahman made, almost unwit-
tingly. was to initiate the pos-
sibility of evolution of a two-
parly system by establishing a
new political party, lﬁm
iB}angl:ut:h::s-h Nationalistic

IT is, indeed, universally ac-
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There are. however, several
quarters in the society who
claim that Ziaur Rahman had
been an autocratic military
ruler. He was, no doubt, a mili-
tary ruler for some time, from
1975 to 1977, but it would be
most unfair and incorrect to
sugdest that he was autocratic,
Those who knew Zia closely
would agree that he would pa-
tiently listen (o people and of-
and objeclivlisatith their st

period of martial law, it was an

accident of history that during
the two year period, except from
3rd to 7th November 1977 when
he was arrested and detained
following Brigadier Khaled
Mosharraf's coup d'etat, he
happened to be the Army Chief
and, as per universal tradition,
he became first de-facto and
then de jure ruler of the nation
as deputy chief and then chief
martial law administrator.

ain, one should not also
be oblivious of the fact that Zia
served during this entire period
of two years under the presi-
dency of the Awami League
leader Khandaker Mushtaque

unflinching determination and
megalomaniac efforts held out
a glistening promise for na-
tion's future. His down to earth
prescriptions of small and sim-
ple remedy for bit and complex
problems won him proluse
praise. For example, by way of
introducing the policy of dig-
ging canals as well as excavat-
ing new ponds and improving
existing ones, he sought, with
considerable success, to reduce
the havoc wreathed by continu-
ing floods by way o prm'iding
more facilities for storage an

drainage of waters throughout
the country. His emphasis on
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Ahmed with his Awami League

cabinet and later of Chief Jus-
tice Sayem. Zia fought Com-
mander-in-Chief of the Mukti
Bahini General MAG Osmany
in a presidential run. This sub-
stantiates the fact that the ex-
Isting political parties realised
that Zia wanted full restoration
of democracy, otherwise they
would not have participated in
the election. As fgr the two year
period of transition, without
trying to justify in, one must
view this in terms of reality of
the situation and practice in
vogue. Even in our country, a
little later, General Ershad's
promise of a two year period of
martial law was elongated to a
turbulent period of long nine
years. As compared to that.
martial law during Zia's period
was lifted after the shortest
possible time. :
Shaheed Zia, unfortunately,
got very little time to devote
himself to nation building, His
clear but unobtrusive vision.
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tree plantation, protection of
environment and measures to
improve agricultural produc-
tion are well-known. But alas,

cruel fate prematurely severed
the leader irom his people.

As a man, the most promi-
nent characteristic that one
perceives is his incisive mind
devoted to do things than to
talk much, He would not spare
unnecessarily or waste time,
would like to come to the point
as fast as possible and get
cracking to implement the de-
cision. His disciplined manner
and arduous habits would make
him walk for miles at a stretch
on fields to see for himself
progress in agriculture and irri-

gation as well as to meet farm-
ers and to get a first hand
knowledge of their problems.
Another commendable
characteristic of the departed
leader was his unparalleled
honesty and corruption-free
life. This now appears to be a

- Staff,
“hold his fﬂdlnq_hat a c!dpeldy
guarded secret. The commend-

rare trait of character of leaders
not only in our country but in
mos! of the developing world.
This uncommen characteristic
of the late President was known
and duly recognised both at
home and abroad. I had the
privilege of arranging his state
visits to Saudi Arabia, Sri
Lanka and China where I hap-
pened fo be the first head of
Mission as Minister Charge
d'Affaires, High Commissioner
and Ambassador respectively.
In all these countries, full
awareness of Zia's personal
honesty in financial matters
and his strict guidance to his
politicians and officials in this
respect helped reinforce confi-
dence of the host countries to
promote bilateral, 1 relations
with Bangladesh, specially in
respeed 9lgid s ilege ol
knowing Ziaur Rahman per-
sonally as a friend from 1966
when he was an instructor at
the Pakistan Military Academy
in Kakul along with two other
Majors, namely MA Mannaf
and Khaled Maosharraf. The
friendship was renewed after
liberation during his brief visit
to London where I was acting as
Head of the unofficial
Bangladesh Mission, During
my subsequent assignment in
the Foreign Office our relations
continued, I detected a fleeting
limpse of disappointment in
im at his being unfairly by-
assed after liberation to his
ost as the Chief of
he used to

egitimate

able interim ment he con-
cluded on the sharing of waters
of the Ganges made him pay
several visits to Delhi where |
was assigned as Deput Hi%h
Commissioner and EacF to be
involved in the negotiations
under his broad guidance.

Two days before the fateful
night he was assassinated, 1 re-
ceived a telephone call from
him in Beijing. He informed me
that he was personally looking
into the various details in
preparation of the forthcoming
state visit of the Chinese Prime
Minister Zhao Ziyang. That
was to be the second visit of a
Chinese Prime Minister after
Chou en Lal. 1 told the hon-
ourable President that I was
constantly maintaining liaison
with the Chinese authorities,
who had assured me that every-
thing about the state visit was
Fmgressing satisfactorily. He
elt reassured and happy. On the
30th May about 10 O’clock in
the morning, | received a phone
call from the Reuters corre-
spondent. He said, "Excellency;
I'have to give a terrible news to
you, .... your President has been
assassinated a few hours ago." |
froze on the phone. When he did
not gel any words from my end
for some time, he hung up the
receiver in silence. | remained
silling down on the telephone
stool, no one knows for how
long,
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after the Second World War

this century, the nation-
state is recognised as the invio-
lable unit, albeit subject to
transformation by domestic
compulsion irrationality of
post-colonial boundaries of
newly-independent states made
it an imperative for each na-
tion-state to redefine its na-
tional character, taking into
account its multi-national
multi-racial population, and
socio-cultural compartmental-
isation that awaited a process
ol integration under nation-
state leadership.

This requirement of the
historical process of nation-
building was very well under-
stood by Shaheed Ziaur Rah-
man, the national martyr. The
creation of a nation-state and
the process of nation-building
is'a historical process. The his-
terical memory of an organised
society, its traditional values
and its material experiences
contribute to the development
of a national spirit. The elite
class by their articulation and
writings gives expression to the
geo-political aspirations of that
organized society. And the his-
torical process obtain fruition
iri the state constitution, which
in turn remains open to trans-
formation by popular will in
the course of time and restruc-
turing of the world order. The

IN the UN S}!lf‘l‘l"l as it evolved

class contradictions and other
factors of socio-political evolu-

tion no doubt determine the dij-
rection of a national destiny.
The days, the international
civil society with its satellite
broadcast and non-government
welfare ‘activities is also tend-
ing to bend national destinies,
whether for better or for worse
only history can tell. But that
an active and essentially auto-
motive process based on the
state constitution plays a

aramount role in nation-

uilding was very clearly un-
derstood by late President Zi-
aur Rahman. This nation owes
it to his leadership in thought
as well as in inspiration for the
initiation and continuation of
a health and confident nation-
building process that is proving
inu:lnmita%lﬁ‘

History testifies that the
class -consciousness and core-
values of the toeless of the soil
in these parts put up the most
persistent resistance against
British colonial domination
from the very beginning. The
hundred years between the Bat-
tle of Plassey and the Sepoy
Mutiny were filled with occur-
rences of bold resistance by the
Bengal peasants in the form of
Fakir rebellion. the revolt of
Balaki Shah. the Bamboo-cas-
tie of Titumir, the Faraizi
movement, the Indigo rebel-
lion, and the like. They were di-
rected at the field-level against
the cohorts and collaborators
of colonial exploitation,
namely the Zemindars and the
usurers. The British managed to
suppress by the end of the
nineteenth century, the physi-

cal capacity ol resistance of
these rural communities, and
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their urban representatives, Sut
their psychological capacity for
resistance was unimpaired,
That is why. behind the open
stage of a country crowd of civil
society that went along with
colonial concessions, an un-
dercurrent of consciousness of
core values of embryohic na-
tionhood ran in the wings.
Those core values were reared
by Sufi Islam, whose advent in
fact led to the flowering of Ben-
gali as the medium of expres-
sion of native culture and phi-
losophy as against Sanskrit.
the language of exclusive dis-
course by the Brahminic elite of
the proceeding era. In the folk
literature of the middle ages,
one finds evidence of the cul-
tural intelgralinn in these parts

o 9Eebhtes MR b accaunt
Sheikhs, Buddhist Yogis and
the high-caste Brahimins or in
later accounts of Gazi Pir or
Satya Pir which advocated
paramount regard for human-
ity a core value. That cultural
integration invelved many folk
traditions of Nath-Jugi Boiragi-
Bishnab, or Baul- Murshid
ideas in its embrace as well,
characterising the social toler-
ance of the Sultanat post
-sultanate era compared to the
religious and cast intolerance
of the earlier Brahminic era

In the 1st decade of the twen:
tieth century, separate recog-
nition of the care values, of a
nascent sub-national spirit was
briefly given in the adminis-
trative exercise, Of establishing
an unit comprising of East Ben-
gal and Assam as a new
province under British India.
That initiative was abandoned,
but in the years to follow
through movements like Kr-
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ishak-Proja charter of de-
mands, and at the lag -end- ol
the colontal rule, by the his-
toric Lahore resolution. that
spirit obtained a civic expres-
sior.

. It is for the implied assur-
ance of self-determination in
the Lahore resolution that the
people of these part voted for
Pakistan. That assurance was
never fulfilled. The language
movement was particularly re-
warded by the recognition
Bangla as one of the state lan-
guages of Pakistan. But re-
peated warnings of Moulana
Bhasani from mid-fifties the
people of these parts would have
to say good-bye to Pakistan if
the spirit of Lahore resolution
was not implemented, went
unheeded. Upto late fifties,
Sheikh Mujib wanted parity
within Pakistan as against
right of self-determination, but
in mid-sixties, he changed his
mind and proclaimed six-
points programme, A sub-na-
tional consensus was thus ob-
tained, and there was an un-
precedented upsurge of that ar-
ticulate will of the people.
When the military rules of
Pakistan. through massacre
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as the cry ol national libera-
tion,

At a very depressing moment
of the history of our nation-in-
the -making, 26th of March.
1971, the -them Major Zia's
faint voices on the radio from
the broadcast relay tower in
Chittagong, defying the bloody
occupation of Yahya's army
units and d&clarinﬁ indepen-
dence of Bangladesh, came as
music of emancipation to the
ears of over humiliated na-

tion-heod. In this discourage we
shall not harp on that point.
We shall limit on discussion of
the nation building process that
our E ople had to suffer under
Muijib, as a sequel to the com-
romise with Indian armed
orces to be at the steering
wheel of the joint command for
the final thrust of the libera-
tion war, at the peak of nine
mornths after that declaration
of independence.

Whether the majority people
of these party Musfims or Ben-
galees never occurred as a point
of debate in our public. mind.
Both are matters of their natu-
ral identity, and there is no
contradiction in that identity.
Nor that identity alien, to the
co-exisience of other religious
or tribal ecommunities who
form part of our national pol-
icy.

In a despotic flair peculiar to
his nature, Sheikh Mujib de-
manded that every Bangladeshi
citizen must become Bengalee
in culture and spirit. He of-
fended the tribals. and sowed
the seeds of division in our oth-
erwise harmonious national .
Polity. By this and other mis-
directed policies gave rise to
disrespect, mistrust and con-
llict between communitics and
ethnic entities,

Even after his fall, tlic na-
tion passed through very uncer-
tain times until the sepoy-peo-
ple revolution brought Zia to
the helm of national affairs.

.Zia grasped the essentially

multi-ethnic character of the
modern nation-state, however,
insignificant the percentage of
minority ethnic communities
might be in our overwhelm-
ingly generous population. He
also realised that nation-build-
ing and national role in the
particular geo-political context
evelves with new potentials in a
historic process. As such the
role of Bangladesh as a nation
state model amidst the dis-
parate communities and states
of Eastern India, Burma Thai-
land etc. who are our immediate
neighbours would be enhanced
by our adoption of multi-ethnic
national spirit based of the

- state constitution. And he gave

a candid call for the nation to
veer around the slogan of
Bangladeshi nationalism that
has since become the guiding
principle of our nation-build-
ing architecture, That process is
gaining in strength with the
passage ol time and with the
growth ol broad :lmtimml} con-

SUSs despl *onlaghina-
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fifth column from within the
couniry and by the hegemonic
aggressions from without. What
is more, the core value of our
nationhood as identified by Zia
and enshrined by constitu-
tional amendments continue to
be the guiding force behind all
national endeavours. not with
standing usurpers of state
power who tend to stab the na-
tion-building process in the
back and try to whip up a civil
war psychosis by misinforma-
tion and disinformation.

HE [}Eﬂ%lt': across the world
remember their heroes
' and pay their respect to
those who served the nation
with dedication. They follow
their ideals and implement
those for building the nation.
The people who became the
national heroes served the
nation and the people
selflessly. Such national heroes
fought against the enemies of
the nation to liberate and
defend their motherland and
built the nation with statesman
like foresight. They planned the
national development with
vision and sagancity. People
Fain by remembering them and
ollowing their ideals.
Shaheed president Ziaur
Rahman was one such person
who emerged as a liberation
war hero in 1971 and later be-
came a visionary in building a
modern Bangladesh. Today is
the death anniversary of Ziaur
Rahman. It is the befitting oc-
casion to remember him. to pay
respect to him and to evaluate
his'achievements. But it is not
VEry easy to evaluate Zia in
short because his achievements
are really great. He made re-
markable contributions as a
soldier, president. politician
and as a reformer. Zia is often
seen by many either as a soldier
Of as a president. This many
not be the proper way of evalu-
ating a national ﬁem. Zia
should be seen in totality for an
objective evaluation of his life
and achievements because his

honesty, dedication, sagacity
and foresight will continue to
guide the nation and inspire the
new generation.

Even the critics of Shaheed
president Ziaur Rahman can
not undermine his role in the
liberation war and restoring
peace and discipline in the
country in the post '75
Bangladesh. When Zia came to
the centre stage of power, the
country was in total anarchy.
There was no %Invemment in the
first week of November, 1975.
The whole nation was as help-
less as it was on 25th of Marc;l]'l.
1971. In 1971 Major Zia gave
the nation a sense of direction
and called for taking up arms to
liberate the country. A deter-
mined ple turned back at his
call and defeated the occupation
forces. It was Zia who fulfilled a
soldier's obligation by liberat-
ing the country. Again General
Zia stood by the people when
the conspirators were trying to
undermine country's
sovereignty. Those who saw the
anarchﬁr in those days in 1975
will definitely agree that Gen-
eral Zia appeared as a savior of
the nation. But [ know there are
many overromanticised people
who will say that Zia's role has
been exaggerated. But it is not
true. [ am to say that Zia has
not been _[%rnpcﬂ evaluated un-
til now. Those who want to un-
g;:rmuﬁe }ge contribution of

4, should not forge
soldier’'s duty is {g ﬁel‘e:'ilaa‘l‘dg
motherland and Zia did it in

1971 and 1975.

In 1975 General Zia was
brought to the centre stage of
power through a revolution.
The people and soldiers jointly
nr%anised that revolution fto
defend country's sovereignty.
Zia was brought to radio station
from captivity. He did not seize

wer by promulgating martial
aw. The country was already
under martial law on November
7 when Zia was installed to
power by the people and the sol-
diers through a revolution.

Seventh November was the
turning point in our national
life. The country was set on a
long march towards democracy,
The so-called democrats and
elected representatives of the
penﬁ'lc killed demnc:rm:{ and es-
tablished one party Baksal rule.
Is it not true that multi-part
democracy was killed throug
establishment of Baksal? Is it
also not true that the multi-
Bar%r democracy was restored

y Ziaur Rahman? What the
critics will call Zia — a killer of
democracy or a savior of
democra It is true that Zia
was a soldier, A soldier's image
in most third world countries is
that he takes position against
democracy. But there are excep-
tions, Zia was such an excep-
tion. It was Ziaur Rahman who
allowed political parties to
function under multi-party
democracy. The 1979 parlia-

. ent political

By Reazuddin Ahmed

ment was represented by differ-
! parties. The noted
parliamentarians were elected
to that house.

President Zia emerged as a
politician 1hrnth formation of
4 nNationalist front. Such a

front was then required to or-

ganise the nationalist forces.
The nationalist forces were
then fragmented and scattered
all over the country. Zia saw
tremendous political potential
in that force. So he formed the
nationalist front to bring all

nationalists under one banner.

Zia — A Visionary Leader

The fronl was then converted
into Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP). Formation of BNP
was a significant event in our
political history. The launch-
ing of BNP was a deterrent to
those who wanted to rule
Bangladesh perpetually with
extraneous supporl. Ziaur
Rahman launched BNP to cre-
ate a balance of power in our
society. As a Fulitjcian Zia felt
the urgency of forming a party
that could nurture and protect
democracy. BNP did it when
General Ershad was trying to
perpetuate autocratic rule in
Bangladesh. If a politician's
success lies in seeing things be-
yond his nose, then Zia was def-
initely a successful politician
because he filled the vacuum in
our political arena by launch-
ing a strong party that is needed
for sustenance of democracy.
President Zia will be™ re-
menibered for so many reasons.
He restored discipline in the
administration and charted a
road map for Bangladesh to
make the country a self-reliant

one, He took over the aclmilnia—
tration at a time when

Bangladesh was a bottomless
basket. But Ziaur Rahman,
within shortest possible time,
pulled up Bangladesh from the
shambles. The nation got a dig-
nified position in the commit-
tee of nation as a‘member of se-
curity council and vice-chair-

man of the Organisation of Is-
lamic Countries (OIC). Zia un-
dertook initiative to make the
country self-reliant in food and
his action plan was so success-
ful that Bangladesh could ex-
port rice in early 80s. The
country’s industrial policy was
liberalised and private sector
was given the driving seat in
industrial development of the
country. During his time dena-
tionalisation process started. It
is needless to sa that
Bangladesh had to suffer most
because of wholesale nationali-
sation at the dawn of indepen-
dence. He streamlined adminis-
tration thmzigh sweeping mea-
sures. The talented people were
attracted to the civil service
through competitive examina-

umix. _
n foreign policy Zia scored
many successes. A new born
country under his leadership
plaﬁed significant role in es-
tablishing peace in middle east,
Bangladesh was a member of
Al-Quds committee and Zia was
given the pioneering role to end
war between Iran and Iragq;
Bangladesh's victory in the se-
curity council election was a
great honour and recognition of
this country's role in establish-
ing world peace. He will re-
membered for his initiative to
bring all the countries of South
Asia under the umbrella of a re-
onal organisation which later
ame the South Asian Asso-
ciation for Re%funal Coopera-
tion (SAARC]). Zia was a vision-
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ary. He saw the potential in
such an organisation for pro-
moting peace and development
in this part of the world. Zia
took the initiative to form a
south Asian regional organisa-
tion during the difficult time of
cold war. In the post cold war
era regional groupings are
mushrooming across the world.
But Zia dreamt of such an or-
ganisation at a time when no
one in South Asia saw the pos-
sibility of bringing the seven
countries together because of
their acrimonious relations.
Even Zia was misunderstood
for taking this move. But he was
undaunted in implementing his
dream. Today SAARC is a po-
tential organisation and this
reFJnnal grouping can play-a vi-
tal role in promoting regional
peace, harmony and economic
development. |
Zia had firm conviction in
institutionalising democracy
and the snri{-[ﬂ' lie 100k certain
steps that will Le remembered
for long. The newspapers en-
oyed Ireedom during his time,
e took initiative to set up press
institute of Bangladesh and
formed press council. He took
all these steps to strengthen
democracy and institutionalise
freedom. Zia introduced a
brand of politics that enthused
younger generation to partici-
pate in nation building activi-
ties. A frustrated people saw
silverlining in the clouds under
the leadership of Ziaur Rah-
man.



