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OPINION

LAYLI UDDIN
shall begin with a story, to which I will
return again. In 2013, on the occasion of
the 37th death anniversary of Maulana
Bhashani, I met the vivacious and spirited 84-
year old Burhan Uddin in Tangail (passed
away in 2014 ). Bhashani's murid of 50 years
and a peasant for far longer, his dress of straw
cap, white punjabi, lungi and a wispy bead
mimicked that of his Pir or, in his own words,
the 'maha nayak' (great leader),'maha bidrohi'
(great rebel) and the 'maha pralaykari'(one
who causes complete dissolution of the
universe). In excited tones, he proceeded to
me at length, stories about Bhashani, much
of it would have many enthralled, especially
his wonderful and fantastical descriptions of
Bhashani flying over trees with his boat
protected by an ambush of tigers and of the
thwack of his lathi reverberating across the
entire subcontinent. However, there was one
story in particular that struck me the most.
On the 21st night of Ramadan 2012, Maulana
Bhashani visited Burhan Uddin and told him
the 'villain' American imperialism would
soon be defeated, and to carry out a shongram
(struggle), modern weaponry were no longer
effective. The next andolan, Bhashani
informed him would be on electricity.

To quote Walter Benjamin and, hopefully,
in a not-too-random way: “what has been
forgotten.... 1s never something purely
individual.” My academic research on
Bhashani over the last five years stands as a
testament to that. To forget Bhashani is to
forget the histories of poor and landless
peasants, sharecroppers, char-dwellers, and
workers; it is to forget the rich and dynamic
contributions of the secular and of the
religious; our wider geographies, fraternities
and networks; the progressive, radical and
defiant voices that once were; and the
possibilities and futures that people fought
for until bodies were fatigued, battered,
bloodied or just ceased to be. Our humanity,
our redemption and our liberation must lie
in the recovery of all our histories even the
most obscure, reviled and rejected elements
of it.

The intention of the article is not to offer a
panegyric, faint praise, prescription or
timelines, all of which have been done
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LESSONS OF FREEDOM

elsewhere by others, but something different.
Let us return back to Burhan Uddin. To
others, his stories might have appeared as the
byproduct of a semi-literate, irrational or
senile mind. Burhan Uddin's ability to think
and feel emotions his way through complex
issues of injustice, power, resistance, and
humanity using the complex figure of
Maulana Bhashani, rather, spoke to me of the
product of a powerful pedagogy: a pedagogy
of emancipation. I offer then an outline of
the pedagogy, or, rather, the lessons of
freedom that can be found in Bhashani's
politics. This is an incomplete pedagogy
because it comes from the fragments of
speeches, practices and relationships that 1
have been able to excavate. Bhashani, unlike
many of his contemporaries in South Asia,
has left us with few written footprints of his
own ideas, thoughts or philosophy.

So, what are the lessons of freedom then?
First is the non-deferential and irreverent
attitude towards those in power. Bhashani

UNIVERSAL HEALTH COVERAGE DAY

Health challenges are more complex than ever

HOUGH billed
as a successor to
the widely-

known Millennium
Development Goals
(MDGs), the new
global goals — SDGs or
Sustainable
Development Goals —
push humanity’s
ambitions much further
and much wider. A
particularly striking feature of the SDGs is the
scaled-up focus on health as a cross-cutting
strategic agenda. Health is a poverty driver if
unaddressed and can also be a growth driver if
addressed holistically. Advancing effectively on
this multi-dimensional significance of the
health agenda requires a level of stakeholder
mobilisation and engagement that goes far
beyond traditional sectoral constituencies.

In recognition of the rising strategic
importance of the health agenda, UN has
declared December 12 as Universal Health
Coverage Day. Universal Health Coverage or
UHC is the new global vocabulary but this is
hardly new since many constituent activities
have been in operation in varying degrees.
However, what is certainly new is the far greater
emphasis placed on the strategic importance of
the health agenda, and of aiming for results
that are a sum greater than its parts.

Four meta-trends are converging to invest
the health agenda with greater strategic
urgency. Climate change is raising the spectre
of new health risks. Unplanned urbanisation is
producing unprecedented consequences for air
and water pollution as well as elevating injuries

HOSSAIN ZILLUR
RAHMAN

remembered nowadays as the 'Red Maulana'
was known by other names during his time,
The choice ones being the 'Prophet of
Violence', the 'Pakistani Dean of Canterbury’,
‘Pakistani Ayatollah Kashani', 'Bharat’'s Dalal’
(India's Agent), 'Hanuman' and 'Kaafir'. All
names given to him by the British, Americans,
Pakistanis and Bengalis alike not out of
admiration but contempt. A consequence of
Bhashani's caustic, abrasive and coarse
tongue, which spared no one, especially those
in power, friends and foes alike. In September
1956, the Awami League came into power at
the centre and at the provincial level - the
only time in the history of Pakistan. However,
the victory rally at Paltan Maidan was to be
anything but that. Bhashani, flanked by his
two distinctly uncomfortable chief guests on
stage, the Prime Minister Suhrawardy and
Chief Minister Ataur Rahman Khan, warned
the crowd: “If the Awami League mandate is
not fulfilled, we will throw out the
Suhrawardy Ministry with our lathis.” A
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grimacing Abu Zafar Shamsuddin in his
memoirs wondered why Bhashani had not
been able to say those things in less 'uncivil'
and offensive manner, Bhashani's
performance, however, was not for the benefit
of those who sat on stage, but for those who
milled below in crowds. It was a lesson in
holding those in power accountable, of being
critical, of speaking truth to power, and
refusing subservience to it even in democratic
spaces. Paulo Freire, the Brazilian educator
and philosopher wrote 'the educator has the
duty of not being neutral’ and Bhashani was
not. When confronted with excesses of power
and injustices, Bhashani reminded the people
that it was they who held the real 'whip’ in
their hands; the true sovereigns.

The second lesson is the unabashed
embrace of the diversity and heterogeneity of
cultures, identities, and spaces in Bengal.
Bhashani's residence in a village in Tangail,
outside the political capital of Dhaka; his
work in North Bengal; the constant boat tours

and road fatalities into a 21st century epidemic.
Sedentary lifestyles, stresses of modern living as
well as shrinking commons have ushered in an
epidemiological transition. Non-
communicable diseases or NDCs — diabetes,
cardio-vascular diseases, cancer, respiratory
diseases, birth defects, trauma — now pose the
bigger health challenge accounting for over
sixty percent of mortalities. The persistently
high level of out-of-pocket (OOP) expense
burden has elevated financial risk of healthcare
into an entrenched source of economic shocks
for the poor and middle classes alike. Each of
these meta-trends individually and collectively
are elevating health into a simultaneously more
urgent and more complex challenge.

Advocacy on UHC in Bangladesh thus far
have yielded four important insights: firstly,
UHC 1s not a one-stop target but only
meaningful if understood as a progressive goal
for a country like Bangladesh, secondly, while
the broad principles of UHC — access,
affordability, quality — hold across countries,
creating a contextualised and shared vision on
how to advance on the path to UHC is equally
important, thirdly, UHC success will lie not
only in adoption of appropriate policies but
also in the practical pursuit of innovative
solutions both big and small, and fourthly, the
UHC agenda can become a game-changing
social agenda only if it simultaneously
prioritises health promotion i.e. the preventive
agenda, as much as accessible, affordable and
quality healthcare i.e. the curative agenda.

Bangladesh already has many health sector
successes such as in child and maternal
mortality. However, many of the successes so
far have come through stand-alone vertical
programmes that progressed despite system

weaknesses. Today's UHC challenges such as
those emanating from NCD and OOP burdens
as well as the under-focused agenda of health
promotion and healthy lifestyles present a
different level of complexity that demand
newer cross-sectoral conversations and
coalitions. A narrowly sectoral vision is no
longer adequate. Focused multi-sectoral
conversations amongst the medical
community, civic actors, local governments,
economists, private sector and policy-makers
are a 'must’ if the right solutions are to be
identified and carried forward. Such
conversations are already underway but require
far greater momentum and strategic focus.

A health balance-sheet tor Bangladesh shows
several pluses. These include reduction in child
and maternal mortality, increased life
expectancy, near-eradication of open
defecation, a pluralistic healthcare delivery
system that combines public, private and social
sectors extending down to the grass-roots,
growth of a domestic pharmaceutical industry,
and, policy visibility on selected agendas such
as disability. Important and striking as these
achievements are, they are no guarantee for
overcoming the critical challenges in the next
round of health priorities facing Bangladesh
such as non-communicable diseases, out-of-
pocket expense burdens and new pandemic
health risks of climate change. For example,
Bangladesh has a reasonably adequate health
infrastructure but it is producing sub-optimal
outcomes due to poor inter-tier linkage, low
workforce motivation, inefficiencies in
resource-use and gaps in awareness particularly
as they pertain to non-communicable diseases.
At the same time, a rapidly urbanising
Bangladesh is facing acute new challenges in

urban sanitation, absence of a
comparable level of public health
infrastructure for the urban poor and a
largely unaddressed and rising problem
of mental health among others.

Ministries and experts are no doubt at
work. But success on the next round of
health challenges hinges on a larger cross-
sectoral conversation and effort. Not just
about cure but also about prevention, not
just longevity but healthy life. On this day
of December 12 that the global

to char-dwelling communities of Assam and
Bengal; and his organisation of conference for
Imams alongside the Kagmari cultural festival
in 1957 was not just about Bhashani being
the common or simple man. It was an
affirmation of non-elite lives; that these
communities mattered, and that they too
possessed and produced rich and complex
cultures, politics, traditions and histories of
dignity, justice and freedom. It is for this
reason that Bhashani was not too tortured by
the question of whether he was a Marxist or a
Maulana, or any real contradiction between
making a murid signing up to a pledge to end
capitalism, anti-imperialism and establish
socialism and Marxists entering mosques and
religious gathering to raise political funds.
Bhashani showed that both traditions
belonged in the soil of Bengal and could be
brought into dialogue.

Third, was a lesson in what I would call a
rooted humanity. In February 1957, Maulana
Bhashani planned the Kagmari conference
and a three-day-long cultural festival.
Bhashani would go head-to-head with
Suhrawardy over the latter's defence for
military pacts. Where Suhrawardy made his
case for being part of the military pacts in
front of middle-class intelligentsia and
students in Dhaka, promising the latter trips
to Baghdad Pact countries, Bhashani made
his case for international co-operation,
friendship and solidarity to rank and file
workers of the Awami League and to peasants
and workers vis-a-vis the gates, songs, dance,
lectures and debates at Kagmari Festival.
Bhashani showed that international solidarity
and humanity were not abstract or complex
concepts only to be grasped by the elite but
were rooted and demonstrable through local
practice, customs and traditions.

The affirmation of people power, of non-
elite cultures and communities, and of
humanity, which is at the heart of Bhashani's
pedagogy still bears relevance. In fact it is
perhaps more important than ever before, for
where are the lessons of freedom in
Bangladeshi politics today? If you cannot find
it, then perhaps we all need to start talking
about Maulana Bhashani.
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The writer is Bengall Curator of "Two Centuries of Indian
Print’ project at the British Library.

community has earmarked for the
enhanced significance of the health
agenda, it may be fitting to recalibrate the
national ambition for graduating into a
middle income country from a narrow
focus on GDP growth rates to a more
holistic dream that embraces a healthy
Bangladesh.

The writer is Executive Chairman, Power and
Participation Research Centre (PPRC) and a former

Advisor to the Caretaker Government.
Email: hossaln.rahman@gmail.com

9 quoraste Quote

BRUCE LEE

American actor, martial artist,
philosopher and filmmaker.

Always be yourself, express yourself, have
faith in yourself, do not go out and look for

a successful personality and duplicate it.

CROSSWORD BY THOMAS JOSEPH

ACROSS 44 Tin or tungsten
45 Some coasters

1 Massage targets 46 Strips
6 Rx amounts
11 Presentation aid DOWN
12 Mary's TV pal 1 Getat
13 Hold stuff 2 Designer Coco
14 Not qualified 3 Place to find nuts
15 Break off 4 Work unit
16 "Raging Bull" subject 5 Purloined
18 Attach a patch 6 Solicits, as business e
19 Snaky shape 7 "Dearme!"
20 Tﬂﬂll?ﬂle UE]E 8 Set of programs YESTERDAY'S ANSWER
21 Thick cut 9 Paper worker LTATSIT TTETRTTID
23 Bakery need 10 "Paradise Lost" figure ARIEAENDGIDITTCIE
25 Reading and others: Abbr. 17 Wagon p;]ler olTElsEEDTIED
27 Golfgoal 22 Lingerie buy
28 "Keen!" 24 Yakitup “E g g $ Em
30 Garden areas 26 Flower parts SIAILIADIS R
33 Guitarist Paul 28 Of axons and dendrites
34 Solution: Abbr. 29 Words before tear or dare AlF]I ﬁﬂ RIEIN
36 Match part 31 Insurance type LRIE TIOJAISITIS
37 Coin-op eatery 32 Bar seats LIO|VIE|S|E|A|T -
39 Dos preceder 33 Is missing - DIE|AIDIBIEIAIT
40 "Gladiator" star 35 Sender's need CIOJUIG|A|RmERIAITI|E
41 O'Connor’s successor 38 Had debts AIR|ITIE|RIYREAIS|I A
43 Writer Blixen 42 Shelter BIR|A|S|S NIE|T|S
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