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Abstract

In diverse democratic nation-states, national cohesion and integration
warrants due representation and tangible accommodation of all the ethnic and
sub-national groups in national polity and decision-making. When it is other way
around it usually weakened the state, loosened the process of national cohesion
and integration, culminating into chaos and further political polarization. In this
state of affair, the marginalized group opt to oppose the ruling elite through all
available options for preserving their distinct identity and securing deserving
status. The present study examines Bengali nationalist resistance in the formative
phase in the political history of Pakistan from 1947 to 1954. As a newly
established independent state, Pakistan faced deep political, economic and
cultural differences between the Eastern and Western wing. The research will
focus on how the policies adopted by the central government regarding national
language, political representation and provincial autonomy generated discontent
among Bengalis. The research also evaluates the influence of the Language
Movement launched in 1952 by the Bengali intelligentsia and political forces that
politically united Bengalis against centralized West Pakistani policies. This paper
also explores that how the Bengali grievances surfaced at the initial stage
provided ground for the emergence of Bengali nationalist resistance to the
Western wing of Pakistan.
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Introduction

The initial seven years of Pakistan's history were characterized by intense
political strife, social disintegration, fragile economy, and the rise of regionalism
and provincialism that sparked unprecedented conflict between a centralized
government and the ethnically diverse provinces. The ruling elite’s dismissal of
popular Bengali apprehensions and some of their legitimate demands regarding the
Center’s calculus propelled this trend in East Bengal. As a consequence, the
Bengali political elite commenced opposing every action taken by the Central or
Provincial government which sought to undermine their position regarding the
Bengali language, provincial autonomy, and other constitutional and political
issues. The Bengali resistance movement bears the hallmark of a constellation of
factors that had shaped the politics of East Pakistan. This research is an evaluation
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of the astonishing rise of Bengali opposition to West Pakistan/Centre during the
first seven years’ post-independence. Thus, the study of the undying spirit of
Bengali nationalism and its intricate relations with the state examines the causes,
course, and ramifications of the enduring strains of resistance focused in this
research. It begins with analysing the complex clash of the contradictory
governing strategies of Pakistan and the Bengali political elite. An attempt is made
to discuss language issue, constitutional and political crisis along with provincial
autonomy were the main themes of political polarization in East Bengal during
initial seven years. The present study is carried out with analytical and descriptive
method. Kate L. Turabian’s A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses,
and Dissertations is followed in this research.

Tracing the Ruptures

The creation of Pakistan was a unique experiment- creating a state, composed
of two separate wings having overwhelming differences except religion.® Its
integration, consolidation, national unity and harmony between the two
geographically separated wings, posed gigantic challenge to its leadership. Bengali
political elite was much aware of the existing contrast between the two wings.
That contrast attracted publicity, by antagonistic and contradictory approaches
adopted by the ruling elite of Pakistan and political elite.? According to Bengali
member of the constituent assembly, the two wings of Pakistan vary in every
aspect, except for two factors: firstly, they share a common religion, excluding a
portion of the population in East Pakistan, secondly we attained our independence
through a united struggle. Apart from these two aspects, every other factor—such
as the language, tradition, culture, attire, customs, lexicon, calendar, and standard
time—is different. In reality, the two wings share nothing in common, especially
concerning the essential elements required to create a nation. It is truly not a single
country, and we are forming one state from the two distinct countries.®

Thus, creating a common identity for two geographically separated wings
was a sensitive matter for a politically nascent, economically fragile and socially
fragmented state. The Islamic fervour germinated during the last stage of Pakistan
Movement, had suddenly been disappeared. This created cleavage between secular
and conservative political forces and caused emergence of tangible regional and
subnational identities.

After the creation of Pakistan, politically conscious Bengalis seemed to be
deeply associated with their language, culture and social matters. They were more
concerned with their ethno-linguistic identities rather than the Islamic identity of
Pakistan. In this regard Ziring rightly pointed out that the affiliation of Bengalis
with their mother-tongue involves a passionate ritual that produces emotional
experiences that could not be found in that part of the world.* They were expecting
that the creation of Pakistan would be a new dawn to ameliorate their social,
economic and political grievances. According to a Bengali nationalist politician,
Pakistan was created “on the voluntary association of the two wings” therefore, the
people of East Bengal “voted for Pakistan for fear of the domination of the
majority community of the then India: they voted on account of fear of
exploitation and domination in the economic field”.® Thus, the prime objective of
Bengali Muslims was to protect their legitimate interests within Pakistan.® They
always stressed to have a parliamentary democratic system to represent and protect
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their legitimate interest in a better way. For Bengali intelligentsia, apart from a
common faith and believe system they should be “bound to the Centre by palpable
means including better living conditions and better employment opportunities in
East Pakistan”.” Contrary to, the ruling authorities mainly focused on religion as
binding force, than the “regions” and existing “realities”.® Enriched by Persian and
Arabic words and script, Urdu language was considered the yardstick for national
integration. This exclusive and monolithic approach of identity creation advocated
“the narrower (poorer) view, thereby antagonizing the emerging social forces in
(Bast) Bengal”. ® Ziring opined that cultural homogeneity in East Bengal
demonstrated the “intention of Bengalis to form a nation based on peculiar culture
and historic heritage”.*® A political scientist characterized the perpetual dichotomy
between the two wings with West Pakistan as “governmental” and East Pakistan
as “Political” entity.'?

Fault Lines: Policies of Muslim League

After the creation of Pakistan, landed and aristocratic elite started dominating
Muslim League (ML). Within a limited time hubris of ML leadership emerged
unparalleled. Above all, the party was being considered as a sacred cow and the
sole custodian of Pakistan. At the very inception, this mentality of the League’s
leadership, “put the Bengalis an unfortunate situation”.*? They started comparing
the party with the State. In 1950, PM Liaquat Ali Khan while addressing to the
ML Council meeting stated. My conviction, as | have said before, is that the
League's strength lies in the existence and strength of Pakistan, not only the
existence of the League. So far as | am concerned, | had decided at the very
beginning, as | reconfirm today, that | have always regarded myself as the Prime
Minister of the League. | never considered myself the Prime Minister elected by
the members of the Constituent Assembly.*?

Infuriated over Bengali demands, at one stage Prime Minister (PM) Liaquat
Ali Khan commented very negatively about Suhrawardy and labelled him as
Indian agent.'* He also criticized Maulana Abdul Hamid Khan Bashani and Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman and declared their political activities as nefarious to national
integration.'> Owing to this approach the provincial loyalties started superseding
the religious ideology and national outlook of the country.

As Suhrawardy tried to eliminate the communal outlook of ML, he
confronted bitter arguments with its leaders.® Subsequently, East Pakistan Muslim
League (EPML) was reorganized: Hashim-Suhrawardy group was replaced with
conservative landowning elite who were supported by Central ML.Y Moreover,
Suhrawardy was accused of attempting to reunite both (East and West) Bengal,
therefore, was banned to enter in East Bengal.'® In 1949, he was barred to attend
Constituent Assembly (CA) session, pretending that he was no more citizen of
Pakistan.® This approach of barring popular Bengali leadership of national stature
from decision making process who contributed a lot in the crucial phase of
Pakistan Movement proved injurious for the national cohesion and integration in
the long-run.

Suhrawardy group was considered by Bengali public as their real
representatives.  The move of changing leadership caused conflict and
factionalism within East Pakistan Muslim League.?® Furthermore, the dissident
faction was side-lined, and their membership was restricted.? As Abul Mansur
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Ahmed called it, “not only a political blunders, but also a moral and political
offense”.?? It is argued that ML had been operating on such lines that it “made too
many enemies in East Bengal”. Its policies added to Bengali perception that they
were being ruled by the civil servants.? That was how ML failed to win first by-
election held in Tangal, in 1949, which demonstrated Bengali reactionary
opposition against ML. % Nonetheless, the barring policy was castigated by
Bengali leaders and proved counterproductive.

In June 1949, the dissidents from EPML created Awami Muslim League
(AML) as a “regionalist opposition group”.? In the opinion of Bhuyian, the
creation of AML was the outcome of “frustration caused by the closed-door policy
of Muslim League”.?® The aim behind the creation of AML was to “challenge the
authority of ML in East Bengal”. Later on, the word ‘Muslim’ was dropped to be a
representative party of all the communities in East Bengal. AL succeeded greatly
in attracting the masses in East Bengal but failed to be recognized in West
Pakistan. It exploited the language issue as a test case for its politics and
demonstrated itself as a sole custodian of East Bengal’s interest.?’ Precisely,
within a short time, policies adopted by ML proved ruinous and suicidal to its utter
annihilation in East Bengal.

Issue of Lingua Franca

At the time of independence Urdu was spoken and understood almost by 7%
population of Pakistan. For Bengalis Urdu was difficult to understand which
further complicated the simple issues at various levels. Even the money order
forms that printed in Urdu were found difficult to be filled by the educated
Bengalis.?® The ruling authorities had already decided to declare Urdu as national
language of the country. In November 1947, first All Pakistan Educational
Conference took place in Karachi to reform the existing education system by
aligning it with “Islamic Ideology”. The Bengali delegates rejected the proposal
for making Urdu as the single national language of Pakistan.?®

After achieving independence, Bengali leadership wanted recognition of their
peculiar socio-political, cultural and linguistic identities. Bengali language was the
largest spoken language of more than 55% of Pakistan’s population. Therefore, at
the very first session of Constituent Assembly a Bengali Hindu member moved a
motion to make Bengali as national language of the country. He pleaded that
“Bengali is a provincial language ...and the language of the majority of the people
of the state .... Therefore, the national language of Pakistan should be the
language which is spoken by the majority of the people, and for that purpose, I
consider that Bengali language is a lingua franca of our State”.*® Moreover, he
raised issues caused by the language barrier and argued that Bengali should have
an “honoured place and treated as the language of the state”.3! Motion was
endorsed by another Bengali member stating that “Bengali must find a place as
one of the media in which the members can address Assembly”.%? As a sensitive
matter it needed to be tackled with utmost care, but it appeared as a highly
suspicious matter to the ruling authorities of Pakistan.®® Needlessly, PM Liaquat
Ali Khan out-rightly rejected the move and characterised it as an deliberate effort
to generate misperception between the people of two wings of Pakistan. He
unequivocally declared that the purpose behind the creation of Pakistan was the
demand of more than hundred million Muslims, and the language of such large
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numbers of Muslims is Urdu, therefore, Pakistan, being a Muslim nation, should
have its common language reflect the identity of the Muslim community. While
declining the motion, PM sarcastically stated that “as long as English was the
official Language, it never pressed for Bengalis”. He added that it was a need of a
country to have only one language and that language should be Urdu; no other
language can be suitable for this. PM strongly condemned the move and referred
its objectives as creating a split between the people of two wings of Pakistan....
and to take away that very unifying force that brought the Muslims of India
together. 34

Bhupendra Kumar Dutta stated that the PM words “will have unfortunate
repercussion...in certain sections in Pakistan”. He complained that “Urdu is the
language of a small number of people from west Pakistan. Thus, the opposition
proves a determined effort on the part of a few west Pakistanis to dominate the
State of Pakistan”. He therefore, claimed that the Bengalis are in “disadvantage in
every manner’’ thereby the capital should be in the majority province.*® Shaista
Suhrawardy lkramullah jumped into the matter and revealed the growing Bengali
feelings that they were “being neglected and treated as a ‘colony’ of West
Pakistan”. She proposed that once a year, meeting of the Constituent Assembly to
be held in East Bengal.®® Her proposal confronted her with PM who stated that
“women never realize the difficulties” and declared it a wrong idea.’” The PM’s
reaction to Dutta’s proposal was widely published in East Bengal. It was a crucial
stage because there was a due visit of Jinnah to East Bengal. Therefore, the
opportunity was cashed by the anti-Pakistani elements in creating hysteria among
Bengalis.®® It is argued that the Urdu question was a cash grant in the hands of
Bengali political forces against the government.®

The confrontation over language left very far reaching repercussions on the
overall power structure and political discourse in East Pakistan. ML leadership’s
stance was perceived by Bengali political elite as an attack on their ethnicity,
identity and culture.*® This led to emergence of Bengali perception that their
cultural outlook was being considered as unmatchable with Islamic
characteristics.*! That is how Bengali opposition leaders set the tone for the
politics of “us versus them” (Bengali versus West Pakistani).*?

With this background, the language issue emerged as the main subject of
political theatre in East Bengal. In February 1948, Dacca University students
demanded that Bengali to be declared as one of the state languages of Pakistan.
They protested violently and confronted with the police culminating into death of
three students.*® The casualties exasperated the students’ political bodies, who
started propagating anti-government activities within the academic institutions. At
the firing site a Shaheed Minar was built for commemorating and propagating
anti-West Pakistan feelings among the students and intelligentsia.** Not only the
opposition but the members of ML also condemned the incident. Ironically, the
governor of East Bengal labelled the language issue as a conspiracy of multiple
characteristics including Hindus, Communist and Muslim dissidents.*

In this politically charged and frenzied environment, on 20" March 1948,
Jinnah visited Eastern wing of the country. Till that time the language issue had
emerged as a boiling question. During his stay in East Bengal, on various
occasions, Jinnah explicitly announced that Urdu would be the only National
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Language of Pakistan. While addressing to the Convocation of Dhaka University,
he made it quite clear that the official language ought to be Urdu—a language
nurtured by one hundred million Muslims of the subcontinent. A language
encompasses the vastness of Pakistan and, crucially, a language that embodies the
finest aspects of Islamic culture and Muslim heritage, and is similar to the
languages spoken in other Islamic countries.*6

It is opined that the purpose of Jinnah’s explicit assertion was to counter the
language movement.*” In response, the State Language Committee of Action
(SLCA) was established to raise voice in more vibrant manner.*® To endorse the
demands more effectively, East Bengal Muslim Student League was established.*
This unfolding situation suited well to political opponents who were seeking
opportunity to “create split among the Muslims” by inciting “hatred against non-
Bengali Muslims”.% It was revealed that the “students were being exploited to
create a situation” in favour of opposition.>! Language controversy sponsored “the
idea of creating East Bengal as a state with the power to secede”. It was observed
that the “idea of separate East Bengal state is taking hold of the young mind of
Bengali Students” and their “silly demands” would lead to anarchic state.%? Jinnah
was proposed to replace non-Muslim heads of the institutions with Muslims. He
also received a memorandum from SLCA: to oppose any act that would lead “to
change their mother tongue”. They proposed that more than one languages could
be declared as national languages. They claimed that Bengali as a language of
majority enriched with more than fifty percent vocabulary from the Persian and
Arabic languages. ** The memorandum condemned and characterized the
oppressive measures of the provincial government as tantamount to the colonial
rule.%

The declaration of Urdu as national language was comprehended by Bengali
intelligentsia as being subjugated by West Pakistanis.® Jinnah himself admitted
that the people from East Bengal feel getting isolated from the rest of the
country.®” He pointed out the emerging provincialism as “one of the curses” which
impedes national integration and warned that soon it “becomes a vicious circle”.
Jinnah emotionally appealed that if Pakistanis want to become a strong and united
nation, “for God’s sake give up parochialism and provincialism” .5 Liaguat Ali
Khan also recognised emerging Provincialism and condemned it by stating that
provincialism must be eliminated once for all. As long as we keep this demon
alive your state will remain weak and you cannot afford a weak State.>® Basically,
Khan strongly believed that being driven by the Hindu agendas, Bengalis’
demands contradicting to the ideology of Pakistan. He made it clear that the
religious ideology would not be undermined on the demands of Hindu leaders who
wanted that Pakistan should go beyond religious identities.5°After Jinnah’s demise,
pro-language political activism helped in significantly moulding the Bengali
opposition into coherent and unified force.®! Now practical difficulties at the
national level started superseding by emerging provincialism.

Within a limited time, the language issue attracted members of the provincial
assembly, students, Bengali intelligentsia and civil servants. East Bengal Student
League emerged as the frontrunner of language movement.®? When Urdu speaking
students boycotted the strikes and the agitational means, ethnic clashes erupted in
East Bengal.®® Furthermore, Bengali press endorsed the language question. Even
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the newspapers owned by ML members supported the language cause. 5
Consequently, declaration of Urdu as a sole national language isolated Bengalis

and “crystallized Bengali nationalism”.%

The ruling elite conceived Bengali as a “Hindu Language” and hesitated to
accept it as one of the state Languages of Pakistan.®® Fazlur Rahman, the education
minister presented the idea of Islamizing the Bengali language by introducing
Avrabic script. It was a bitter pill for pro-active Bengalis to swallow, which
culminated into demonstrations in the rank and file of East Bengal.®” Bengalis
considered the decision as an attempt “to halt the growth of Bengali as a vibrant

language”.%

The national anthem having overwhelmingly Persian words was composed in
1948. It was highly difficult for Bengalis, even for the educated elite to understand
it. Therefore, during public and private function, Bengali people sang the national
anthem in Bengali written by Nazir Ahmed i.e. “Pakistan Zindabad ...purabo
Banglar Shayamolimai (in the green of East Bengal)”.5® These tendencies added to
the language movement and “helped foster a kind of linguistic nationalism”.” It
also created a kind of “dissension and disharmony in the civil service of East
Bengal”.™ Some of the government officials supported the movement whole
heartedly. They strongly believed that nations do not tolerate attempts to degrade
the mother tongue.” In 1955, during a visit to East Pakistan, PM Muhammad Ali
had to face difficult situation as he tried to address in Urdu. He was criticized and
made responsible for the exploitation of East Bengal.”™

The language issue served as the main subject of confrontation between
Bengali opposition and the ruling elite. As far as the issue was alive, it undermined
the political and constitutional development and contributed to misunderstanding
and shaping Bengali opposition on separatist lines. However, Bengali language
was accepted as one of the national languages in the first constitution that was
promulgated on 23 March 1956. Thus, it took almost nine years to give Bengali
language its deserving status. This delay greatly contributed to damaging the
process of national integration and cohesion between East and West Pakistan.

Conclusion

During first seven years Muslim League (the sole force behind the creation of
Pakistan) failed to learn lesson and to get benefits from its own history of political
struggle. Thus, in initial years’ parliamentary politics set ground for political
confrontation between ruling elite and Bengali political forces. The supercilious
elite ruled the country in such a manner that they inherited the right to rule and it
was beyond any criticism and opposition. They overlooked some genuine
grievances and legitimate demands along with peculiar cultural and social matters
of Bengalis. In this regard the ideology and Urdu language was unnecessarily
overemphasized when its came to national integration and identity creation. Out of
this monolithic approach adopted by the ruling elite, the genie of staunch Bengali
opposition movement-blended-with-separatist-resistance to West Pakistan came
out to surface and could never be put back in the bottle. The ruling elite always
reluctant to consider dark-skinned Bengalis as potential and equal citizen of
Pakistan. This maltreatment gave birth to a strong Bengali separatist opposition
movement set forth on the aspirations of Bengali political elite.
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The ruling elite of Pakistan was strongly convinced and focused that a strong
Centre and common religion would be adequate for national integration. Contrary
to, politically conscious and democratic minded Bengali leadership focused and
operated on such lines which could end economic disparity and ensure provincial
autonomy. In this case Bengali language issue precipitated the emerging conflicts
and set the confrontational and agitational political course in East Pakistan.
Nationalist forces like AL and NAP exploited the poor isolated and frustrated
Bengalis in launching opposition movement on radical lines. The language issue
greatly affected the constitutional and political developments and added to existing
misconception and trust-deficit between the people of the two wings. The
emergence of Bengali resistance as a potential threat to national cohesion and
integration was the outcome of various policies connected with the internal
political development of Pakistan during late 1940s and early 1950s. Thus, after
the creation of Pakistan in August 1947, within a short span of seven years, ML
was wiped out from East Bengal where it was established half a century ago.
Subsequently, it set the political course for mutual confrontation and antagonism
that left deep imprints on the relations between the two wings of Pakistan in the
next phase.
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