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ABSTRACT

The Religious and Philosophical Basis of Bhasani’s Political Leadership.

Abid S. Bahar, Ph. D.

Concordia University, 2003

Bhasani was born in 1885, two decades after the famous Indian revolt of 1857. Following the revolt, in the
tumultuous political arena of South Asia many notable politicians emerged. One of these was Mawlana
Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, best known as Bhasani. As a religious seer-wise person and holy person, with
a number of loyal followers and devotees, he had two over-lapping groups of followers--those who

responded to him as a pir (a religious mystic) and those who responded to his political positions.

Political observers and academicians in the South Asian subcontinent have repeatedly claimed that Bhasani
was a "Communist," a "fundamentalist,” and that he had "no direction in politics.” This research examines
the socio-political contexts of Assam, Pakistan and Bangladesh within which Bhasant worked, and
discovers that, contrary to the claims, Bhasani used a model of Islamic liberal ideas. The research findings
suggest that Bhasani's religious perspective is present in several ways: a) in his sense of calling - as a kind
of mystic; b) in his vision of a human community not rent by divisions and oppression; ¢) in the Islamic
rhetoric of his discourse; and d), in his sense of being called upon to respond to contemporary exigencies.
This latter feature seems especially important. He acted in ways that were principled and consistent with
rubuibiyah: the Sufi-inspired views of the unity of being, simple living, and serving humanity as a religious
duty. As a political leader, his lifestyle of a Bengali peasant was not a result of his destiny, but of his choice

and his use of religion in politics suggests that he was a complex figure.
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PREFACE

My interest in Bhasani stems from my thoughts about Bangladesh, the country of
my birth which I have permanently left. However, from a distance, I have remained in
touch with people through my intellectual pursuits and sought to learn more about it. I
was especially involved in the understanding of the social forces, reform movements, and
socio-economic developments that changed the politics of the region. An inquiry into the
life of Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani as a dissertation topic, I recognized matched
my interests.

Bhasani was a political leader of Bengal who with other leaders of his time
shaped the politics of the subcontinent in general and Bangladesh in particular. Among
other things, Bhasani played an important part in the liberation war of Bangladesh in the
1970’s in which I was also directly involved. Ironically, I never knowingly attended his
political meetings although personally, I was aware of his activities through the media.

In 1967, once in my teenage years in Bangladesh, I was on my way to Kanungopara
College in Chittagong to meet a family member, when 1 saw Bhasani at a close range. 1
saw him speaking from a podium by the side of a rural road. I still remember that I was a
curious passerby drawn to the thunderous noise coming from the roadside gathering
where I saw him, then already an aged man, speaking to the rural peasants. From his
outfit and appearance, he looked like a rural Bengali peasant. He was talking with a very
angry face, with his jaw jutting out. I remember that before this encounter, 1 did not
know who he was. I inquired about the name of this person. I would have forgotten both

his name and this incident had I not remembered the very angry look in his face and his
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teeth, that seemed almost about to bite something or somebody. That was my first
impression of a political leader who was very angry about something,

Before I began my research, like many other Bengalis, I remained indifferent to
his political appeals, though acknowledging that he was one of the leading catalysts for
change in the region. ! In the summer of 1988, 1 went to Bangladesh to begin exploratory
research on Bhasani. By now, Bhasani was dead and the dust had started to settle, and
some research had been done on him. My proficiency in Bengali, the language Bhasani
used in his communications and my familiarity with Bengali culture made my job easier.
During the 1970’s my job as a research fellow and Sociology teacher in Bangladesh
teaching subjects such as the Social History of Bengal at the University of Chittagong
must have also served me with a useful “foil” at this time to work on this topic. >

As I began my research in Bangladesh, I started to meet people in Dhaka who
worked with Bhasani; I met Nasir Bhasani, Bhasani’s son who was a former Minister in
the Bangladeshi government. I also met Mostaque Ahmad, the former President of
Bangladesh in his famous Aga Masih Lane home. He was unusually apathetic. I expected

that not all will be welcoming. I met Jaffer Ahmad, the former Prime Minister and others

! Like many Bengalis of South Asian background, I thought Bhasani would be a “religious reactionary” in
politics and at first the topic did not interest me at all. However, as I continued my research, I started to
discover him as an interesting religious personality. His life is so intertwined with South Asian history that,
doing research on him also helped me to know more about the region and particularly about the social
background of Bangladesh history.

2 In this section of the thesis, among other things, I have outlined in brief the problems I have faced such as
contextual (cultural, language proficiency, and the setup), physical (transportation and finance), technical
problems (methods/means used for data collection, interpretation and translation, etc.). I have described
here my personal story of doing research on Bhasani and how I tackled these problems on this topic.
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as well. In the process, I recorded some general oral history about him. Most of my
interviewees did not provide much help, but they all informed me that I should go to the
Santosh village of Tangail in Bangladesh where Bhasani lived in a hut “that is still there.”

Santosh is about 70 kilometers from Dhaka. I, along with my guide, left for
Santosh by bus through quite rugged streets and often had to stand for hours hanging onto
the handle from the ceiling in a packed bus, sometimes feeling like I was suspended in
mid air. In addition, twice we had to wait and change to another bus. As it was becoming
quite hectic, the feeling of discomfort and fatigue soon started to show. Perhaps I had
gotten too used to Canadian comfort. Finally after an agonizing 4 hours journey, I finally
arrived in Santosh. As I approached the town, I looked for the hut but noticed instead
from a distance, the top of a huge building with a tomb. My guide said “That is where
Bhasani lived.” For a moment, I felt as if my guide was as inept as I was since I was sure
that what I was looking at could not be the “hut.” But my guide cleared my confusion
saying that it was Bhasani's newly built mausoleum. They had transformed his graveyard
into a mausoleum. 1 felt disheartened, believing the original hut had been destroyed. As 1
approached near, I saw many would be his followers visiting his mausoleum. Not far
from the mausoleum, I noticed a hut. 1thought I had finally found what I was looking for
in my exploratory study: the hut where Bhasani lived. To my great satisfaction, I
collected some books on him, conducted some quick interviews with his colleagues, took
some pictures of the hut and returned to Canada.

As I continued my work in Canada, 1 realized that I had not gathered enough to

finish my dissertation. However, I continued collecting secondary materials and kept up
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contacts with Bhasani’s followers in Bangladesh and abroad. During this time many
Bhasani followers launched an international campaign to fight against the Indian Farakka
dam over the Ganges River. Bhasani in his lifetime initiated the protest march against this
project in Bangladesh. It should be noted that the impact of the Farakka dam devastated
one quarter of Bangladesh in the south west. As luck would have it, I was asked by some
of his followers from New York to take an important leadership position in the
international lobbying campaign against the dam. As an environmental issue, I devoted
some time to this. Many of the followers believed that I like many of them, were a
Bhasani supporter and suggested I also take an important position in Bhasani’s National
Awami League (NAP) party work which I politely declined at the expense of their
displeasure. The more I tried to convince them of my role, the more displeasure it caused
them. Many of them are still angry with me and could not understand why, despite my
role in the Farakka movement, I declined such a position. In my mind, I was not a
Bhasani’s NAP party follower but was principally a researcher who also had a chance to
work in this environmental cause initiated by Bhasani. Fortunately, before it became a
serious issue between us, my fieldwork was already done. Despite the misunderstandings,
in the process of this close association, I was able to collect important documents about
Bhasani, which otherwise would have been impossible to obtain.

I made a second trip to Bangladesh in June 1995 to renew my contacts, to verify

the already formulated hypothesis about the religious basis of Bhasani’s political
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leadership and to obtain additional information on my topic. I found the second trip more
comfortable. I lived in a bungalow in Santosh for a week. I noticed how within about 7
years after my first trip, the place had turned into a small “temple city.” It had become
something of a pilgrimage center with the mausoleum and the hut still there as the
centerpiece. Contact through Azizur Rahman, the former President of the Bhasani Trust
also helped me to procure important documents from Syed Irfanul Bari, the former editor
of Bhasani's weekly Haq Khota, Mohammed Hossain, an associate of Bhasani and
Siddiqur Rahman, a former Bhasani associate and the caretaker of the mausoleum. The
Tangail press club, hearing of my presence in the city, interviewed me and published my
statement in the local daily Desh khotha about our Farakka lobbying activities in the USA
and Canada.

I took advantage of the bungalow to complete this “deluxe tour” - this time with
my guide Kamal - to learn about Bhasani from family members, Sufi Sagrits (disciples)
and other close associates. I was also taken inside the hut, by Mr. Siddique, the son-in-
law of Bhasani. I had a tour of the huge darbar hall (the bungalow style house) made of
bamboo where he did dhikir (meditation) with his disciples and settled disputes among
people. Not far from this was the Bhasani museum where artifacts were kept. In 1996, I
briefly traveled to Bangladesh a third time which allowed me to obtain additional
documents. In addition to collecting documents, my fieldwork enabled me to experience
the social context, particularly the milieu of Santosh which still presents Bhasani’s

vibrant presence.
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I want to thank Azizur Rahman (Atig Bhai) Additional Secretary of the
Government of Bangladesh for making this very difficult job of data collection during my
second trip much easier. I must thank my guide Kamal who spent hours of his time just
sitting and watching me do my job in Santosh. I also want to thank Syed Irfanul Bari, and
Mohammed Hossain, the two great souls dedicated to continuing Bhasani’s tradition. 1
would like to thank both of them for their sincere help.

In order to understand Bhasani’s ultimate concerns, his self-understanding is
taken into primary consideration. Therefore, I have given importance to Bhasani’s own
works, statements, and his statements as recorded by scholars, the writings and my
interviews done on his Sufi disciples and their expressions of Bhasani’s ideas in
anecdotal form as illustrative of his “subjective meaning” and the “inner logic” of his

actions.’

While there are abundant materials on Bhasani, the research is handicapped by the
fact that Bhasani never wrote a memoir, nor did he deliberately designate anybody to
write a biography of him. In order to circulate his plans, Bhasani would sometimes make
leaflets and distribute them, most of which are presumably lost. He did this throughout
his life. In agrarian and informal societies like Bengal and Assam, it is normal practice
not to keep records. While this is true, my field trips to Bangladesh helped me to collect
some rare documents that include Bhasani’s speeches, leaflets, and rare books. The rest

of the materials collected during these trips were his followers’ memoirs, newspapers,



government records on important issues. Whenever transcripts and Bhasani’s speeches

were found, they were given priority over other documents.

Some important materials on the Pakistan period, published in newspapers, such as the
Daily Ittifaq were lost because the offices were set on fire by the Pakistan army.

The house of Bhasani and many of his followers were similarly set on fire during this
time, causing great losses of documents and artifacts. To fill in the gaps regarding events
or issues I could not understand, I sometimes consulted his associates in Tangail, in
Dhaka and in New York. To recap, in order to ensure validity and reliability, I have
evaluated sources by cross checking references with other sources. I have tried to avoid
articles that were exclusively apologetic or propagandistic as they are often also riddled
with theoretical and methodological irregularities.

I am indebted to Professor Sheila McDonough and Professor Frederick Bird for
giving me the opportunity to work on this interesting subject; the life of Bhasani as my
dissertation topic. As I continued my work, I kept in my mind what Professor
McDonough suggested in her book, Gandhi's Response to Islam, “In ... History of
Religion, we ... consider respect an important element in the attitude researchers should
take when approaching religious phenomenon". She adds “The reason [for this] is that an
open, non-judgmental attitude is a valuable tool when attempting to comprehend religious
meaning. ... Respect from this perspective implies that we are open to the possibility of

learning something we did not know before.*” In approaching Bhasani as a topic, I, as a

* Brian Turner discusses about Weber’s methodology in his book Weber and Islam: A Critical Study (New
York: Rouledge &Kegan Paul, 1974), p. 29.
* Sheila McDonnough, Gandhi’s Response to Islam, (New Dethi: D.K. Printworld), 1994, p.1
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student of religion, tried to internalize this habit. In addition, I have benefited from her
guidance in this area of specialization. I thank her very much, especially for her patience
for these long years of work.

In my studies and continued research, I have gotten help in the formation and the
understanding of the history and philosophy of religion and its use in my thesis from
Professor Frederick Bird, the supervisor of the thesis. His patience, friendly approach and
efficiency made him a valuable resource person in this department. I tapped his
enlightened spirit in his role as a model teacher, a guide and for his numerous other
emotional support to me. I am grateful to him.

My hearty thanks to Professor Lynda Clarke, an expert on Islamic mysticism, for
accepting with enthusiasm her role as a committee member. Her help allowed me to
understand Sufi mysticism and Bhasani’s particular use of it in the Bengali context.

I owe my gratitude to Professor Orr who helped me to understand the different
dimensions of relationship between religion and politics. I also want to thank Professor
Miller of Religion department. I am thankful to Dr. Ishwar Modi of Rajstan University in
India who also gave me necessary help to understand Bhasani. Eileen, Alim ullah, Atiqur
Rahman Salu, Shahidul Islam Talukdar, Nur Mohammed Kazi, Tina and Munit were also
inspirational in finishing my thesis.

About 95% of the materials collected for use in this research came from Bengali
sources. Only a small percentage of the materials came from Urdu and English sources. 1
tried to translate these foreign sources into English as faithfully as possible without

having the meaning lost. In this translation of materials two Bengali works have been
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used more than others particularly in preparing the chronology and in cross-checking

references. Syed Maksud’s Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, 1994, and Hasan

Abdul Quayyum (ed.) Majlum Jananata Mawlana Bhashani,1988. I thank the authors for

their pioneering works.

Financial support to go to Bangladesh for the second trip was provided by
Dawson College where I presently teach. I would like to thank the Dawson Teacher’s
Union (DTU) for its support.

My Ph.D. work on part time basis took many years of research, partly because the
sources used had to be translated. Secondly, Bhasani had a political career which spanned
many years that [ had to understand and analyze. I have thus received much help from
many people - many of them are not listed here. I thank all of them.

During the time of this research A.T. M. Hafizullah helped me immensely in the
collection of rare documents in Dhaka. I dedicate the thesis in his honor.

My wife Ira and my parents in Bangladesh endured much through this time and
have encouraged me to persist and finish this work. I must thank all of them for their
inspiration and patience.

ASB
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PART 1: INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1: SOUTH ASIAN ISLAM

Islam was first introduced into India by Arab Mushms in the year 712 A.D.
Muhammad bin Qasim, the general of the Muslim army conquered Sind. This was an
expansion of territory similar to those being followed in the Middle East and North
Africa by the Muslims who were rapidly increasing their influence into those areas.’ It
took centuries for Muslims to establish their rule over the subcontinent. This original
settlement in Sind did not expand much. Three centuries later a different foray came from
Central Asia through Afghanistan and the Khyber Pass. These Muslims came from a
mixture of Turkish, Persian, and other Central Asian nomadic tribes. The leader of this
incursion, Mahmud of Ghazna, behaved in a more belligerent and disparaging way
towards the Hindus than the earlier conqueror in Sind had done. In the following
centuries, many different Muslim leaders came into India by the same path, and
established ruling dynasties in North India.” The interaction between the Muslim leaders
and the Hindu populations varied over time; some rulers, such as Akbar the Moghul ruler
of India, attempted to develop harmonious relations between communities, whereas
others, such as Aurungzeb, pursued a sterner path of attempting to impose harsher taxes

and other restrictive measures on non-Muslim citizens.

'S. M. Ikram, Modern Muslim India and the Birth of Pakistan (1858-1951), (Lahore: Sh. M.
Ashraf, 1965), p.3.

? Jawharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (NewYork: Anchor books, 1959), pp.132-150, 162-
176.




Islam came through warriors in the north but, in the south, it was introduced by
Arab traders, seamen and missionaries. Despite centuries of Muslim rule, South Asia

remained largely a Hindu populated region.

Table 1: Showing Chronology of Events before Bhasani’s birth

712 Islam was introduced in India by the Arabs in Sind

1757 East India Company defeated Bengal’s Muslim ruler Siraj-ud-Daula, and
subsequently Muslims lost their dominant position, as the English
language and European education were introduced.

1772-1833 Raja Ram Mohan Roy led Hindu religious reform movement in Calcutta.
1782-1840 Haji Shariatullah led anti- British Faraidi movement in rural Bengal.
1837 Persian was replaced by English as the official language of India.

1857 Indian revolt against British East India Company’s rule

1866 Deoband Madrssa in Northern India was established.

1872-73 Peasant revolution in Sherajgonj of Pubna district.

1875 Sayyid Ahmed began his pro-British Aligarh movement

Source: Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani (Bengali) (Dhaka: Bangla Academy, 1994). Also
Library of Congress, conducted by the US Federal Research Division, Country Studies, “Bangladesh”,
1857, "A Great Divide in South Asian History,". James Heitzman (eds.) September, 1988,

<http:/Alcweb?. loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy> (May 15, 2003)

The conversion of many people in Bengal (the eastern most province of South
Asia) to Islam seems to have happened gradually, largely as a result of wandering Sufi
teachers. In the 13th, 14th and 15th centuries, many Sufi orders flourished in India; the
Sufis often interacted with the wandering Hindus following Bhakti practices of

devotional life. There is a rich literature in many Indian languages reflecting the poetry of

*Anwarul Hag, The Faith Movement of Mawlana Mohammed Ilyas (London: George Allen &
Unwin Limited, 1972).



these Sufi and Bhakti devotees. * Much devotional literature of this kind exists in Bengali.
There are also many shrines in Bengal devoted to the memories of Sufi pirs. Some of the
famous ones being Rasti Shah, Khan Jahan Ali, Shaikh Sharafuddin Abu Tawamah,
Hazrat Shah Jalal, Shah Makhdoom Ruposh, Shaikh Baba Adam Shahid, Shah Sultan
Mahisawar, Shah Chand Awliya, Shaikh Alauddin Alaul Haq, Shah Ali Bagdadi, Mohsin
Awliiya, Baizid Bostami etc.’ In course of time Bengal unlike many other regions of

India demographically turned into a majority Muslim population.

British merchants began coming into India in the sixteenth century. The British
East India Company received permission from the Mughal Emperor to begin trading. The
city of Calcutta was founded in 1690. On June 23, 1757, Muslim rule came to an end in
Bengal when the British East India Company became the ruler by defeating Siraj-ud-
Daula, the independent ruler of Bengal in the battle of Plassy. The effects of the
company rule were extremely destructive. Bengal was dominated by the British for over
two hundred years, and suffered greater impoverishment during the first half of the period
as a result of the East India Company rule than did any other part of India. Nehru
describes what happened:

Bengal had the first full experience of British rule in India. That rule began with

outright plunder, and a land revenue system which extracted the uttermost

farthing....The English historians of India, Edward Thompson and G. T. Garett,

tell us the ‘a gold-lust unequalled since the hysteria that took hold of the

Spaniards of Cortes’ and Pizarro’s age filled the English mind. Bengal in
particular was not to know peace again until she had been bled white’.®

% See for additional discussion on this subject M. Mujeeb, The Indian Muslims (Montreal: McGill
University Press, 1967)

> A View of a Nation, Bangladesh Towards 21* century, (Evolution of Medieval Bengal (1204-
1757) (Dhaka: Ministry of information, Government of Bangladesh, <http:/
www.citechco.net/bangladesb/history. html> May 15, 2003).




Indeed, the exploitation by “merchants” turned administrators provoked an
intense reaction against the Company rule particularly against its Landlease Act known as
the Permanent Settlement Act, started in 1793 (also known as British zamindari system).
Percival Spar says, “Bengal sank from a state of fabled prosperity to rural misery.”’

Within about a hundred year East India Company expanded its rule over other
parts of India. During this time, there were colonial elite groups and organizations such as
Fort Williams College, Asiatic Society of Bengal and Srirampur Mission were working to
seek support from East India Company’s Indian subjects particularly from the Hindus. In
Bengal a number of different revival and reforms movements arose among Hindus. The
first of these led by Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833) who was a former company
official. He attempted to change cultural practices and to encourage education. A later
movement, the Arya Samaj, also attempted the transformation of traditional modes of
Hindu social life. These were movements by people from the growing Hindu middle
class, who styled itself as the bhadralok, meaning gentleman class. They were the
beneficiary of the British rule. Primarily from trading classes, they became intermediaries
of revenue administration and obtained subordinate jobs in the imperial administration.
On the contrary, the establishment of the British rule removed an entire generation of
Muslim urban elites.® Muslims largely remained aloof for fear of reprisal and retreated

back to the rural areas.

6 Nehru, The Discovery of India, op. cit. p. 208.
7 Percival Spear, A History of India. vol. 2 (London: Penguin Book, 1978), p. 96.

¥ A View of a Nation, Bangladesh Towards 21 century, (British Rule in Bangladesh, 1757-1947)
{Dhaka: Minstry of  information, Government of  Bangladesh, <http://
www .citechco.net/bangladesh/>May 15, 2003), p. 7.




A system of “absentee land lordship” also became commonplace, and
“agricultural development stagnated.” In 1837 Persian, the language of the Muslim rulers
was replaced with English as the official language of the government causing further
Muslim frustration. Unlike the urban Hindus, reaction to these measures led Muslims in
noncooperation with the British. They rcbelled in rural areas, especially against the
zamindari system. As a consequence of the company rule Bengali society began to
develop division along religious lines.” However, despite the growing division in Bengali
society, British influence in India continued to increase; by 1850, it had extended into the
whole South Asian subcontinent."’

Despite their growing differences among Hindus and Muslims, the reaction
against the colonial ruler was sometimes unequivocal from both. Within this one hundred
year, the realization of the slow takeover by the British was clearly felt by both Hindus
and Muslims all over India. On May 10, 1857, Indian soldiers of the British Indian Army,
drawn mostly from Muslim units from Bengal, mutinied at the Meerut cantonment near
Delhi, starting a year-long insurrection against the British. The mutineers then marched to
Delhi and offered their services to the Mughal emperor, whose predecessors had suffered
an ignoble defeat 100 years earlier at Plassey. The uprising, which seriously threatened

British rule in India, has been called by many names by historians, including the Sepoy

*Abid S. Bahar, “British Rule and the Shaping of Centripetal and Marginal Forces in
British Bengal.” A paper presented at the 23" Bengal Studies Conference, June 9 to 11,
1989, University of Manitoba, Manitoba, Canada.

10 A View of a Nation, Bangladesh Towards 21" century, (British Rule in Bangladesh, 1757-
1947) (Dhaka: Minstry of information, Government of Bangladesh, <hitp://
www.citechco.net/bangladesh/>May 15, 2003), p. 2.




Rebellion, the Great Mutiny, and the Revolt of 1857; many people of the subcontinent,

however, prefer to call it India's "first war of independence.""

Muslims after 1857

The Indian revolt was harshly suppressed by the British. The rebel units finally
surrendered on June 20, 1858. The consequences were severe especially for Muslims.
Those who rebelled against the British either lost the zamindari, or lost their jobs, or
exiled, or killed. Part of Delhi was destroyed. Bahadur Shah, the last Moghul emperor,
was exiled to Burma, thereby formally ending the Mughal Empire. In exile he wrote:

Kitna hai badnasib Zafar, dafan ka liea

Do gaz zamin vi milna saki kue yar mein.

(How ill-fated is Zafar that he would not get

Even two yards of land for his burial in his beloved yard!)'?

These lines of lamentation by the last Mogul emperor were recited over and over
again in songs, poems, and in Muslims writings about the loss of their glorious past. It
created a profound anxiety among Muslim leaders. This event in the history of South
Asian Muslims seem as important as the event of French revolution to the Europeans.
Muslim leaders were convinced that something went wrong. They were anxious to know
who would lead them now. Muslims felt that they can not simply repeat the “habitual”
patterns of life and thought of their ancestors, yet they wished to affirm that ideal
behavior which they advocate is essentially to fulfill to the most basic conditions of the

community. The event of 1857 was the beginning of modemn thinking by Muslim elites of

"' Library of Congress, conducted by the US Federal Research Division, Country Studies,
“Bangladesh”, 1857, "A Great Divide in South Asian History,”. James Heitzman (eds.)
September, 1988, <http://leweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy> (May 15, 2003), p. 5.




South Asia.”> As a direct consequence of the revolt, the British also felt responsible to its
subjects and dissolved the British East India Company for its mismanagement and
assumed direct rule over India, beginning the period of the British Raj."*

After the 1857 event, Muslim aristocrat class in the north and west then
experienced the same despair for their loss of a Muslim empire similar to what Mushims
of Bengal lost a century earlier. Muslims were much disorganized after the revolt but
there were varieties of emerging perspectives then involving both rationalist and
traditionalist movements. An example is the foundation of Dar al-'Ulim of Deoband in
Northern India in 1866."° Many of the founders were active during the war of 1857.
Many of the prominent revivalist and progressive Muslim leaders were trained at this
centre and its branches all over India. Deoband adopted Shah Wali-Allah’s (1703-62)

b4

thought about resolving the difference between “the learned “ulama’ and people of
insight (the Sufis)” for a revival of the Muslims.

Compared to the early anti-British Faraidi movement in Bengal the later reform

movements among Muslims, such as the Deoband movement and also Aligarh movement

2 Adopted from Shahet Ali Khan’s Intikar Kalam Zafar (Poems of Zafar), (in Urdu) (Lahore:
Aiend Adab, Chalk Minar, Pakistan, book not dated), p.24. Zafar is the inspired name of
Bahadur Shah he used in his poems.

3 Sheila McDonough, Muslim Ethics and Modernity: A Comparative Study of the Ethical
Thought of Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Mawlana Mawdudi. (Waterlo: Wilfred Laurier University,
1984), p. 5, 36. Sheila McDonough records that until the event of 1857 Muslims of India, like
those in the Middle East, were of the belief that no further intellectual effort was required. This
is based on one of the widespread medieval assumption that, by the twelvth century all
necessary original- thinking had been done. This assumption is usually expressed by the
statement that the gates of Jjtihad (fresh thinking) had been closed.

' Library of Congress, conducted by the US Federal Research Division, Country Studies,
Bangladesh, 1857, A great Divide in South Asian History, James Heitzman (eds.) September
1988, <http:/lcweb2.loc.sov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy> May 15, 2003, p. 5.

" Barbara D. Metcalf belives that it was “...a school named after the small, country town northeast
of Delhi, Decband, where the original Madrassa or seminary of the movement was founded in




that led by the educational reformer, Sayyid Ahmed Khan, took place in Delhi, in north
central India. Sayyid Ahmad began his pro-British Aligarh movement in 1875. Ahmad, a
Moghul aristocrat and a British civil servant, who personally suffered lose of his family
members was of the opinion that Muslims were not inherently anti British. He wanted to
convince both the British and its Muslim subjects that they could work together. He
began his interpretation of Islam and took a pro-British stand to change the Muslim ways
of thinking through Aligarh Movement. 16 Aligarh trained Muslim leaders generally
supported the Muslim League founded in 1906 to promote the interest of the Muslims of
India. Aligarh and Deoband played important role in religious reform movements in
South Asian Islam.

Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani (1885-1976), the subject of this thesis, was
born two decades after the 1857 Indian Revolt. He was born in Sherajgonj in the Pabna
district of rural Bengal, where the anti-British rebellion was still going on. It is true that,
Bhasani’s concerns were directly a product of the historic event of 1857. Like many of
his contemporaries, his early life (studied in chapter 3) also shows that he started his life
after 1857 “among the humiliated.” He went to anti -British Deoband for studies.
However, he also witnessed the plight of the Bengali peasants in rural Bengal.

Bengal is comprised predominantly by its peasant population. Even before the
1857 Indian revolt Bengali Muslim peasants led anti British movements. They remained
fiercely anti British and anti-zamindar system. They were also Sufi inspired Muslims.

Maksud comments about some of the famous anti British rural Muslim Bengali

1867 Barbara D. Metcalf "Traditionalist Islamic Activism."”
<http://www.ssrc.org/septl 1/essays/metcalf text only.htm> July 3, 2003.

' Sheila McDonough. Muslim Fthics and Modemity: A Comparative Study of the FEthical
Thought of Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Mawlana Mawdudi, op. cit., pp. 26-53.




rebellions. Syed Nesar Ali Titumir (1782-1831) was one of them. Titumir was a
contemporary of Ram Mohan Roy. Titumir organized movements against both the
officials of the Company and the zamindars in Chabbish Porgona, Nadia, Jassore, and
Faridpur. Later on there were also the leaders of the Faraidi movement such as Haji
Shariatullah (1782-1840), and his son Mohsinullah Dudu Mia (1819-1863). They
organized poor peasants, weavers, and other working class people in the Faridpur,
Madaripur, Shariatpur, Gopalgonj, Manikgonj, Munshigonj, and in Narayangonj to fight
against the the British and the “oppressive” zamindars."”

Bhasani, brought up among the peasants of Bengal had developed his concerns
primarily with respect to the welfare of the Bengali peasants through struggle against the
British. These goals were significantly different from the general religious concerns of
other Muslim reformers in the north and western parts of India after 1857. Bhasani was a
contemporary of Gandhi, Azad, Nehru, Jinnah, Maududi and Ilyas. All were the
prominent leaders and religious figures of the subcontinent born after the events of 1857.
Unlike many of his contemporaries, early in life Bhasani received Qadiriya Sufi training,
which emphasized the importance of spirituality over religious normativism.

As a Muslm religious leader during this time, he like his contemporaries was
exploring the future of Muslims. Muslim leaders at this juncture of history were asking
themselves, “who is going to lead Muslims now?” However, Bhasani comes from the
bottom of the bottom of Bengal where Hindu zamindars were the elite and where

suffering was the most acute. Therefore, he remained focused on the Bengali peasants.

7 Maksud, Syed Abul. Bhasani (Dhaka: Bangla Academy, 1986), p. 5.
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An extensive, admiring literature about Bhasani especially after his death in 1976
had accumulated. Most of these works describe who Bhasani was. Typical of this
material is the essay by Rajia Majid. Majid is a Bengali writer and an educationist
describing a meeting with Bhasani, viewed as a revered man said:

I heard that Bhasani led a simple life. Before I visited Bhasani I did not know
that it was so simple. He lived in a thatched hut. There is a mat on the floor. When
I went to meet him, he was taking rest on the mat after having lunch. In this
country, meeting a political leader requires one to go through many formalities.
This is true even if it is to see a civil servant, there are so many obstacles to face,
so many formalities to observe in this that most often such attempts are not
materialized. Invariably, excuses like, Shaheb [meaning the boss] is busy, is an
often said statement but as we went to meet Bhasani, his door was wide open. We
did not face any obstacle and nobody even asked us any questions. Therefore,
without hesitation we went inside his house. He got up and smilingly asked us to
sit down. We sat by his side on the mat."

Rajia Majid’s curiosity was aroused by Bhasani's unusual behavior, and she
observed him closely:

I was looking at him frequently, to find out who was he. He was a man of

medium stature, a bit chubby with white beard. At first look, he looks like a quiet

person but his spirit inside is like a burning fire. When he talks, he uses simple

verses that were lively and easy to understand. Whatever he believes, he says
without hesitation."”

The many studies of Mawlana Bhasani by colleagues and academics are
interesting. Some point out the peculiarities of his character or marks of his "greatness,”
such as his simple living or uncommon devotion to politics. Others denigrate him,
claiming that he had “no direction in politics”, was a “Communist,” a “Muslim fanatic”
or “opportunist.” The findings of this research shows that both views were, for the most

part, based on hearsay speculation and invalid inferences rather than on any detailed

'8 Rajia Majid, “Bhasanikae Jemon Dakechee” (The way I saw Bhasani) in Hasan Abdul
Quayyum (ed.) Mazlu’m Jononeta Mawlana Bhasani (The Great Leader of the Oppressed
Mawlana Bhasani) (Bengali), (Dhaka: Islamic Foundation of Bangladesh, 1988), p.162.

¥ Ibid., p. 163.
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knowledge of his life and thought. It is surprising how little serious scholarly work has
been done on Bhasani. It is as if the whole world knew him but did not know him well.
Neither of the two very opposite views of him gets at the essence of his thought or
explains his appeal to the masses. Bhasani passionately wanted to convey to his people
what he believed in. He was in the public eye for nearly five decades and people listened
to him. Bhasani’s political career spans through his long years of fight for Bengali
peasants in Assam, against the feudal Pakistani rulers in Pakistan and his fight against the
undemocratic regime of Mujib in Bangladesh.

Making sense of his life as a study in religion and politics seemed at first a bit
difficult. During his political career after all, he seemed to have taken so many positions,
and a number of times he turned against groups and people he had previously supported
such as the Congress Party, Muslim League, or the government in Bangladesh. In the
course of investigating Bhasani’s political leadership, questions continuously arose about
what he so passionately wanted to communicate to the people that made him
controversial to some, but popular among the masses. There are several ways to interpret
his life. But crucial among them are the questions; what are his core ideas and what type
of Islamic ideas did he profess? How did he use them in his political career?

In a seminar observed to mark the anniversary of Bhasani’s death on November
17, 1998 in Montreal attended by South Asian people, Bhasani was depicted by some
speakers as a hero of Bangladesh and others as a great leader of South Asia who fought

relentlessly against the zamindari system, campaigned against “ruthless rulers,” and who
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later worked in the liberation war of Bangladesh.20 In general, the speakers showed
respect for Bhasani as a political leader. However, 1 found no answer to the question
about the importance of the religious beliefs/commitments for Bhasani’s political
position. In other words, I wanted to understand the basis of his leadership or what made
him such an important leader for so long. The present literature on Bhasani could not
answer these questions either. Thus, it seems vital to examine Bhasani’s ideas and to
determine how he followed these ideas in his political career.

The present work is not a biography of Bhasani, nor is it intended to cover every
aspect of Bhasani's life. Therefore, I make no claim to a complete explanation or
narration, either of his life or of his work and activities, much less is it my intention to
deal with him as a charismatic leader, or with his other activities. Clearly, as mentioned
before, there can be alternative approaches to understanding Bhasani in those respects.
The purpose of this research is to make a contribution to the understanding of the basis of
Bhasani’s political leadership. His leadership was unique because of the specific type of
religious current Bhasani emerged from. My hypothesis is that many political observers
and scholars were unable to grasp his religious perspectives because of their inadequate
understanding of Bhasani’s type of Islam. In this sense, my purpose is a more modest
one: to identify and analyze the particular type of religious vision (religious and
philosophical ideas) Bhasani had and to trace its development in different periods of his

political career, to see if the motives are opportunistic or principled.

? A seminar on the topic of Bhasani’s role in the Politics of the Indian subcontinent held in
CLAM (Carrefour de Liaison et d’ Aide Multi-ethnique) centre in Montreal on the day of the
anniversary of his death, Nov. 17, 1998.
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Religious and Philosophical Ideas

By Bhasani’s religious and philosophical ideas, generally we mean those ideas he
derived from the Quran and other Islamic thought and tradition.”’ He expressed his ideas
as a model. His ideas were seen to be expressed in his speeches, anecdotes and in
pamphlets. They are more like his “ideas in action.”” Bhasani’s ideas or world views
derived from his deeply held religious beliefs. They had, without doubt, a political
character, but were religiously grounded.

My purpose is to define the type of ideas Bhasani embraced, as well as the
concerns to which his ideas were addressed. In his use of religious ideas, what concepts
did he use to attract the peasants of Bengal, and what were his preferences? How did he
tackle the problems he set out to solve are addressed in this research.

In this research, the term leadership refers to the ability of an individual to attract
followers to his ideas. The literature on leadership, often "support[s] the romantic

conception of the leader, endowed with magic attributes.” Perhaps we assume that “we

21 T am using the concept “philosophy” in a general, popular sense not in a specific sense to mean
Islamic philosophy.

2 The Marxian concept of dominant ideology seems to view ideology as a veil of deception
created by the ruling class and imposed on the lower classes. According to Marx, “The ideas of
the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.e., the class which is the ruling “material”
force of society is at the same time its ruling “intellectual” force.” Against this dominant
ideology, Marx stresses the supposedly “scientific” approach of communism. Karl Marx, from
The German Ideology in Robert C. Tucker (ed.) The Marx-Engels Reader. 2™edition. New
York: Norton, 1978, p. 172. We also avoid the term ideology because ideologies are sometimes
given a pejorative sense and are often thought to contain value judgments. In a restricted sense
1 will call Bhasani’s ideas (in their appropriate contexts) as his model. The term ideology when
applied will be used here in a “non- judgmental and purely descriptive sense, requiring no
examination or verification of its scientific truth.” Therefore, Bhasani’s religious ideas are not
considered as his “ideology” in the above sense but it refers to a “belief system.”
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are commenced under the guidance of a leader” — “a big man, with almost limitless
power.”B

Bhasani was a man of unprepossessing appearance. Saiful Islam an associate of
Bhasant who traveled with him to India during the 1971 war in his close association
describes Bhasani as ““a simple man of medium stature, with a beard and simple dress and
a cap on a big head.””* Bhasani was “neither a big man, nor did he possess great physical
strength.” But "possessed other attributes he had learned in his life through work and
suffen'ng.”25 It 1s clear that the strength of his leadership lay, more in a certain moral
authority, rather than immediate personal appeal.

Regarding Bhasani’s political leadership, Bhasani exerts leadership quite
obviously in relationship to a variety of political policies and events, etc. for example
leading Bengali migrants in Assam to establishing the Awami lLeague and then to
establishing the NAP (National Awami Party) party in Pakistan and Bangladesh.

Knickerbocker asserts that "the leader emerges as a consequence of the needs of a
group of people and of the nature of the situation within which that group is attempting to
operate.”"?® This was certainly the case with Bhasani. His thought and action were

peculiarly suited to the Bengali context, and especially to the perceptions and needs of

the peasant class, which forms a majority of the Bengali population.

» Irving Knickerbocker, “Leadership: A Conception and Some Implications” in Clarence George
Browne and Thomas Cohn (eds.), The Study of ILeadership (Illinois: Interstate Printers and
Publishers), 1958, pp. 4-5.

** Saiful Islam, Shadinata, Bhasani, Bharat (Independence, Bhasani, India), op. cit., p. 6,

* Trving Knickerbocker, “Leadership: A Conception and Some Implications” in Clarence George
Browne and Thomas Cohn (eds.) The Study of Leadership op.cit., p. 3.

% 1bid.
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The Pir politician

Bhasani was a pir that is an Islamic mystic religious leader. He did not, however,
retreat to the life of a quiet rural ascetic. The experiences of his early life and events
would instead result in a career both as a pir and a politician.”’

Bhasani lived a long life of 91 years. He was in opposition leadership movements
all his political life. Because of his controversial stances, he was often in trouble. He
spent many years in jail or under house arrest or in underground politics. In the absence
of more penetrating questions regarding his identity, such as why he did what he did, his
actions and ideas have remained obscure and misunderstood.

In Chapter 2, a review of the literature is provided to clarify further what the
present research will contribute. Chapter 3 offers Bhasani’s life until 1929, explaining
what drove him to politics and enquiring into his ‘calling” for politics. What did he want
to communicate to his people? What compelled him to do so?

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 will trace the development of Bhasani’s core values and
strategies in Assam, Pakistan and in Bangladesh period. In Chapter 7, Bhasani’s religious
perspectives and varying political stances will be reviewed to understand the relationship

of his religious and philosophical ideas to his political leadership.

*” Maksud, Syed Abdul. Bhasani, op. cit., p.19.
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CHAPTER 2: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

There have been numerous popular works on Bhasani, but the numbers of serious

works are few. Important works include Syed Abdul Maksud’s Mawlana Abdul Hamid

Khan Bhasani, a biography of Bhasani, and Hasan Abdul Quayyum’s The Great Leader

of the Oppressed Mawlana Bhasani, a huge compilation of short articles, written mainly

by his followers as well as by contemporary political observers. Even the latter work does
not match the scope and complexity of the subject with a corresponding range of
erudition and depth of scrutiny. No comprehensive study has been done focusing on the
social context where Bhasani was born, raised and worked, or of the ideas that guided his
actions.

One can identify three kinds of literature relevant to understanding the religious
basis of Bhasani’s leadership. Firstly, the context within which he worked and what
circumstances led to his becoming a leader i.e., the South Asian Muslim Bengali context;
secondly, Islamic revivalism in South Asia; and thirdly, serious works on Bhasani’s

leadership in Assam, Pakistan and Bangladesh.

The Bengali Muslim Context

Muslims rule of Bengal began from the 11™ century until the 18" and later during
the British rule Bengali Muslim interaction with the British led to revivalist movements.
Very little attention had been given to the period prior to the British rule. Abdur

Rahim’s Social and Cultural History of Bengal is one of the important works about the

society and culture of Bengal in the period A.D. 1201-1276 (commonly known as the

Sultani period) which played a special role in the development of the Muslim people in
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Bengal.”® The author identifies the development of Muslim social, cultural and religious
life and institutions. His comprehensive study describes the early Arab and Persian
military and Sufi missionary settlements in Bengal, and the growth of the Muslim
communities, mainly through conversion of Hindus and Buddhists drawn from the local
populace. He devotes a great deal of attention to the role of the saints and the Sufis in the
development of Bengal’s social and cultural life. In this work, one can see that Muslim
society in Bengal was founded upon three supporting groups: the Muslim ruling class,
Muslim scholars, and the saints and pirs. Pirs were seen as teachers who gave spiritual
guidance and in this way setting the stage for Sufi influence in Bengali society. This
period marks the beginning of Sufism in Bengal, which was destined to remain an
important part of Bengali society ever since. Rahim’s work is a landmark in the quest for
a history of the Bengali Muslims. But it does not give us the later developments in the
region.

Ram Krisna Mukherjee in his work “Social Background of Bangladeshi
Nationalism,” like Abdur Rahim, goes on at length to identify the Sufi influence on the
conversion of a large Hindu and Buddhist population to Istam.?’ Mukherjee explains that
the area east of the Padma River (a tributary of the Ganges) comprised the bulk of
Bengal. It was not easily accessible from the west but was closely linked with Assam,
where Buddhism and later, a loose form of Hinduism prevailed. In this work, the
geographical location of Bengal as the Eastern most region of India is stressed as a major

factor in the development of its people’s distinctive cultural identity and their

?8 Abdur Rahim, Social and Cultural History of Bengal 1201-1276 (Karachi: Pakistan Historical
Society, 1963).

* Ramkrisna Mukherjee, “Social Background of Bangladeshi Nationalism™in Kathleen Gaugh’s
(ed.) Imperialism and Revolution in South Asia (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1973).
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assertiveness in the fight against the rulers from Northern India, whether Hindu or in the
later period Muslim. In particular, Mukherjee explains that the remoteness of Bengal
from the rest of India in the pre-British period helped both Hindus and Muslims of
Bengal to eventually develop a common culture. He emphasizes how forces like Hindu
Shahijia or simplified religion and Islamic Sufi mysticism eventually helped to develop a
more secular identity called “Bengali nationalism.” Mukherjee’s thesis is that regional
distinctions thus coincided with religious differentiation, and both played their role in
Bengali society. To him, the forces of consolidation of Bengali culture, based on both
Hindu and Islamic mysticism were greater than the forces of alienation that
fundamentalism created in both religions.

It is interesting to see Mukherjee identify key developments in the Bengal of the
Sultani period. As a result of the area’s remoteness from first Hindu and later Muslim
centres in north India, during this period normative Islam did not develop strong roots in
Bengal. He indicates developments in other directions. He deals with Hindu-Muslim
syncretism as factors that worked to crystallize Bengali nationalism in the long term. To
Mukherjee, the Bengali ethnic unit had thus emerged inspite of local and religious
distinctions of the people within the region. In the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, there
developed a Bengali independence movement against Moghul state power, and a
sustained defense organized by the Bengalis against Marata domination in the eighteenth

century.

Another similar and interesting work is by Dasgupta, Obscure Religious Cults as

Backgrounds of Bengali Literature, who, in the same vein, acknowledges the importance

of Sufism in the secularization of Bengali society. He argued that “Muslim Sufism” and

Hindu “simplified religion” and worship of the deity Visnu, as against orthodox religious
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systems, found a fertile soil in Bengal and helped in the development of Bengali culture
and Bengali Language.*® Thus, it is interesting to note how the remoteness of Bengal
coupled with the presence of both Hindu and Muslim mysticism played a role in social
integration through communal harmony. Both Mukherjee’s and Ram Khisna’s are brief
but important works identifying the religious fusion of Hindu- Muslim mysticism that
helped to the growth of Bengali nationalism.

This idea about the role of Islamic mysticism is also echoed by A. R. Mallick in

his book, British Policy and the Muslims in Bengal: 1757-1856. Mallick looks at it from

another angle. To him the trend of Hindu-Muslim syncretism was a result of semi
conversion of Hindus to Islam. Such Muslims kept many of their Hindu rituals. This
resulted in the confluence of both Sufi mysticism and Hindu mysticism among important
cultural groups and trends such as Boul, Murshidi, Lalan Shah and others.>! Mallick does
not go into details on this discussion. The above authors; Rahim, Ramkrisna, Dasgupta
and Mallik’s work identifies different aspects of the social contexts of the Bengali
Muslim people, however, none of them covers it as a topic to give us a whole picture of
the Sufi based social context of Bengal.

A. R. Mallick’s book goes beyond the Muslim period and deals mainly with the
British period. He argues that during the days of the East India Company, as a result of
the activities of the Fort Williams College established by the East India Company and

activities by Christian missionaries, a new Hindu awareness, separate from the existing

*® Shashibhusan Dasgupta, “Obscure Religious Cults as Backgrounds of Bengali Literature”
(Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1946.) p. 401. Also quoted in Mukherjee in Gough,
Imperialism in South Asia, op cit., pp. 3-26.

1 A. R. Mallik, British Policy and the Muslims in Bengal: 1757-1856 (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Pakistan, 1961), pp. 3-26.
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common Hindu-Muslim Bengali awareness, started to develop. Mallick deals in detail
with the idea that such a change in group dynamics led to differential developments in
Bengal among Muslims and the Hindus. >

David Kopf's book British Orientalism and Bengali Renaissance™ is about the

early British rule of India. Kopf argues that the role played by the British East India
Company and institutions such as Srirampur Mission and Fort Williams College worked
in the direction of a “Bengali Renaissance.” By Bengali Renaissance, he means the
changes amongst Bengali Hindus only, largely among the urban-based Hindu elites. Kopf
also covered the activities of Ram Mohan Roy and his Brahmo Samaj in the growth of
this awareness. While tracing the development of Hindu middle class self-consciousness
and identifying changes in the Hindu part of the population, he leaves out developments
among the Muslim section of the population. Despite his stated aim of dealing with
Bengali society in general. Kopf’s concept of a “Bengali Renaissance” is an essentially
ethnocentric and flawed perception of the changes in Hindu communal order and does
not adequately identify developments among Muslim Bengalis. Most other typical works,
like that of David Kopf, leave out the forces of resistance against the British as well as
against the ruling Hindu zamindars in rural Bengal.** Works like this on Bengal in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which abound are not only biased but are also partial
explanations oriented more towards developments among Hindus of this period in

Bengal. Unfortunately, in comparison, the literature on developments among Bengali

% David Kopf, British Orientalism and Bengali Renaissance, the Dynamics of Indian
Moderanization, 1773-1835 (Calcutta: Firma K. L. Mukhoppdhyy, 1969).

*In 1793 British East India Company introduced the ownership of land by the transfer of
property rights to individuals who could buy them from the company, creating a system of
“oppressive” middleman landlords that served the company interest.
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Muslims is scarce. It is evident in the literature of Bengal that British Orientalism and
the religious revivalism of the 19" century, both among Muslims and Hindus, led to the
division in Bengal along religious lines and affected the writings of many scholars of
Bengali society.

Ram Krisna Mukherjee’s work, “Social Background of Bangladeshi Nationalism”
mentioned above, is however, an exception to the above type of work. He skillfully
covered the developments among Muslims of Bengal during the British pen'od.3 > He
explains how both Hindus and Muslims suffered from suspicions by East India Company
officials. However, as direct representatives of the previous rulers, Muslims suffered
more than Hindus. In addition, Mukherjee documents the widely held view that the
Muslim aristocracy was also persuaded to adopt a policy of aloofness from the
Company’s activities, and in general retreated to obscure stations or dispersed in the
countryside, thereby losing the position of leadership in society, which it had held
previously along with its Hindu counterparts.

It is refreshing that while Mukherjee identifies these trends briefly, A. R. Mallick
mentioned above, devotes a great deal of his book to fill the gap on the literature of the
development of the Muslim trend mainly during the early British period. He identifies the
divide and rule policy that the British introduced upon their arrival and how this division
between the two religious communities worked. In the course of time, as a consequence
of the Permanent Settlement Act of 1793, the British and the educated Hindus became the
urban elites of Bengal. Mukherjee says that while the Muslim rulers of the pre-British

period sought and encouraged Hindus to work with Muslims in order to sustain their rule,

3% Ramkrisna Mukherjee, “Social Background of Bangladeshi Nationalism” in Kathleen Gaugh
(ed.) Imperialism and Revolution in South Asia, op. cit.
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the new rulers, seeing Muslims as potential enemies, sought the cooperation only of the
Hindus in order to sustain their rule. A. R. Mallik examines at great length the deliberate
British policy of annihilation of the Muslim aristocracy, which continued until
approximately 1870.° ® Mallick argues that as a consequence, the new hierarchy that
emerged was composed of the British, (the rulers), Hindus (as the zamindar, banniyas,
and money lenders serving as the intermediaries of the British) and the peasants (largely
Muslims). Mallick did not cover the period after 1857.

W.W. Hunter in his book The Indian Musulmans: Are they bound to owe

Allegiance to the Queen? (1871) In the beginning of the book it reflects the prejudices of

his time, but it provides a graphic picture of the sufferings of the Bengali peasants,
following the Muslim loss of empire and political power. According to Hunter, the
Permanent Settlement Act of Bengal in 1793 by the East India Company operated
throughout Bengal, but in East Bengal it took the character of Hindu landlord versus
Muslim peasantry (the latter constituted the bulk of the local population). It enriched the
Hindus at the cost of Muslims. Hunter also shows how the Indian Mutiny of 1857 made
things worse for the Muslims. It was the Muslim community which the British
government was determined to suppress, for they felt that the Mutiny of 1857 was largely
instigated and engineered by that community. To Hunter it was the suffering of the
Muslims that led to the revolt, particularly in Bengal. As proof of the discontent by the
Muslim peasantry against the British, Hunter used the example of the numerous peasant
revolutions in Bengal, such as the, Faraidi movement organized by Haji Shariatullah and

his contemporaries in the 18 and the 19™ century and Syed Ahmad Boreli’s Wahhabi

3% Mallick, British Policy and the Muslims in Bengal: 1757-1856, op. cit.
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movement in all over India of the 19™ century.’” Though the British suppressed some of
these movements, the frustration was not ended. Hunter’s work was a report to the
colonial authority, had biases and did not cover the continued discontent in Bengal during
the late nineteenth century, when Bhasani was born.

Syed Abul Maksud, the biographer of Bhasani, briefly places Bhasani in this late
nineteenth century context namely, that prior to Bhasani’s birth. Abul Maksud’s brief
narrative in his book on this topic is a classic work on this subject. At the time Bhasani
was born, rural Bengal was going through another wave of peasant revolutions in Pabna.
Bhasani's early rural life in Pabna shows that he was tormented by the problems faced by
the peasants of Bengal. The picture we get here is that the picture painted by A. R.
Mallick applies that in urban centres where Hindus responded to the crisis through urban
reformers such Ram Mohan Roy. Roy enacted reforms in the Hindu community, largely
in collaboration with the British. Meanwhile, the Muslims remained in their rural
stronghold, fiercely anti- British and opposed to the zamindari system. To Maksud, this
newly emerged pattern of a Hindu-Muslim, rural- urban dichotomy continued during the
late colonial period when Bhasani was born. Maksud deals with this period and
documents briefly that the Muslim peasant discontent during late colonial period
continued until the end of British rule in India. He deals with the early period of
Bhasani’s life in Pabna and the later period in Assam in a narrative fashion but
unfortunately does not identify in depth the circumstances and events which shaped

Bhasani’s concerns at his rural upbringing.38

7 The prominent leaders of the Bengal based Faraidi movement were Haji Shariatullah (1782-
1840) and his son Dudu Mian’s (1819-1860).

¥ Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit.
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A review of the literature on this period prior to Bhasani’s birth shows that while
all the above authors can give a glimpse of the situation of Bengal, they either do not
have adequate theoretical discussion or they fail to provide an adequate understanding of
the role of Sufism of Muslim Bengal. In addition no work had been done in situating
Bhasani in the context of the Muslim history of Bengal and in reference to the religious
currents of the time. In particular, Maksud’s work on Bhasani does not account for how a
religious person like Bhasani with a Sufi background could have a secular approach in
politics. In chapter 3 a brief study of the late colonial period in the becoming of Bhasani

will be conducted to fill this gap.

Islamic Revivalism

Cantwell Smith in his book Islam in Modern History explores the Muslim world

and its dynamics in different areas. Smith found the expression of this dynamism in two
directions, against internal decay, and against external threat or domination. He surveys
different movements in the Muslim world; the Mohammed Wahab’s Wahhabism in
Arabia, (1703-1787) Afghanis’s Pan Islamism in Persia, Egypt and Turkey (1839-97), the
Sanusi movement in Libya (1842), the Mahdi movement in Sudan (from 1881), Sarekat
Islam and the Muhammadiyah movement in Indonesia (from 1911). In Bengal, the
Faraidi movement (1800-1860) is also examined. This movement of Bengal had Sufi
ideals and sternly anti British and anti Hindu zamindari views, but was largely
noncommunal. In the same work, Smith also briefly traces the so-called “Wahhabi”
uprisings and their affiliates in the early nineteenth century, and, to a certain extent, the
Indian Mutiny (1857), as well as the Indian Khilafat Movement (1918-1924), in which

Bhasani participated. To Smith they were in part an overt expression of this dynamic



25

movement in which “the heritage of the past is being transformed into the herald of the
future.”™

Indeed, Smith says “Indian Islam like in the rest of the Muslim world faces the
challenge to rehabilitate Islam to get going again in full vigour. It had not lapsed but been
driven inward to live as part of the Muslim’s dream.” Smith notes that as an example in
Shah Wali Allah’s work al-Hujjta al- Balighah the vision of a purified Islam in 1ts local
manifestations retained a marked Sufi colouring.

It is interesting to see that Smith rightly identifies Indian movements such as Wali
Allah’s liberal Deoband trend as different from the Wahhabi movement of Saudi Arabia.
Bhasani was educated in Wali Allah’s theology in Deoband. It provided Bhasani’s
theological convictions. One interesting thing, however, that Smith failed to identify was
that Deoband was a traditional ulama centre that was also fiercely anti-British. Its base of
support was in rural India. Bhasani, like the many other ulama, pirs and Sufis drawn
from a rural base were trained in this place. This differed from the pro-British urban
based Aligarh movement led by Sayiid Ahmad Khan of UP (Uttar Pradesh), Nawab
Abdal-Latif, Amir Ali, and Nawab Salim Allah of Bengal which many scholars have
covered in detail. It seems Smith did not delve into the details on the nature of the

differentiated development within the Muslim revivalist movements.

John L Esposito in his book Islam and Politics: Pre-Modern and Modern Islamic

Revivalist Movements deals with the same theme as Smith, but in a different light. For

him, pre-modern movements addressed both the internal weakness of Muslim society as

well as Islamic modernism, which itself responded to the challenge of Western

¥ Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Islam in Modern History {(New York: A Mentor Book, 1957).
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colonialism. Pre-modern revivalism was primarily a response from within Islam to the
internal socio-moral decline of the community. In many cases, it led to the creation of
Islamic states such as in Saudi Arabia, the Sudan, and Libya. Islamic revivalist
movements such as Wahhabis in Arabia, Mahdism in the Sudan, and Sanusis in Libya
were forerunners of twentieth century Islamic Modernism.

Esposito rightly contends that unlike the Wahhabi movement in Saudi Arabia
which suppressed Sufism, in Africa, “a series of jihad movements led to the
establishment of Islamic states, including those led by Utman dan-Fodio (1754-1817) in
northern Nigeria, the grand Sanusi in Libya (1787-1859) and the Mehdi of the Sudan
(1848-85). A distinctive characteristic of most African revivalist movements was its
leadership: reformist, militant, and politically oriented Sufi orders. Libya and the Sudan
provide striking examples of Sufi led jihad revivalist movements,” as does Abd al-
Qadir’s in Algeria. Unlike the Wahhébis of Arabia, the latter reformers sought to align
Sufism with the more orthodox path. Esposito finds this brand of revivalist movements
closer to that of Shah Wali Allah than that of Abd al- Wahhab. As Esposito states, “the
socio-political dimension of Islam was reintroduced when African Islamic movements,
led by Sufi brotherhoods, fought to establish Islamic states.”*’.

In both Smith’s and Esposito’s works, Wahhabi and Sufi based movements were
seen as renewal movements against colonial domination. They perceived Sufi based
movements were more liberal and modernist than Wahhabi movements. They also
reiterated the fact that the latter emphasized “normativism” and were “fanatic in spirit”,

as was the case in Saudi Arabia.

* John Esposito, Islam and Politics: Pre-Modern and Modern Islamic Revivalist Movements
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1984).
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Donahu and Esposito (ed.) Islam in Transition, specifically cover original works

of Muslim thinkers and reformers in different Muslim countries. This book includes a
selection on various Islamic models used in Pakistan. Interesting among them was
Maududi’s model of an Islamic theocratic state based on a traditional understanding of
the concept of jihad. Maududi was the founder of Jamiati Islami. Fazlur Rahman’s
model of a state based on “popular sovereignty” is also presented. This latter model is
similar to Western democratic models, with slight variations. In this book, Islamic
religious orientation in politics is classified by Donahu and Esposito into different trends,
one being “populist Islam” and the other, “fundamentalist Islam.” Bhasani’s Sufi based
model was not identified at all in any of the collections. Bhasani was often mentioned in
these works in important events of Pakistani politics but his kind of religious perspective
/model was not mentioned at all."!

Michel C. Hudson’s article “Islam and Politics” in Donahu and Esposito’s book
contends that Islam like other religious ideologies is used to maintain stability, economic
growth and pursue policies both by established regimes as well by the opposition to
legitimize their actions. Groups or governments seeking legitimacy will thus claim “to
represent the purest, truest, and often the most extreme form of Islam.” While examples
of this from different countries, such as Turkey, Iran, and Pakistan, are mentioned, it is
unfortunate that in these and other works on Pakistan, Bhasani was not identified. *2 None

of the above works touch upon Bhasani’s type of Islamic ideas which made him so

popular, especially among the peasants of Bengal.

! John J. Donahu and John Esposito (ed.) Islam in Transition: Muslim Perspectives (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1982).

2 Michael Hudson, “Islam and Political Development”in John Esposito (ed.) Islam and
Development. (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1980).
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Asghar Ali Engineer’s Sufism and Communal Harmony is a compilation of

articles. The book deals with the trend of egalitarianism in Islam. Citing instances from
Islamic history, the author explains that unlike the rightist normativist’s emphasis on
Islamic Sharia, there are other Islamic reform movements that have placed greater
emphasis on Islamic social justice ** He even called these “Islamic left” In his
categorization, two types of movements are mentioned, “fundamentalist Islam” also
known as “normative Islam” and what he calls the “Islamic left.” To Engineer, like its
counterpart, “Islamic left”, athough a relatively modern movement has its doctrinal roots
in the Quran and in the early period of Muslim history. It shares with many historical
Islamic movements the recurring impulse to renew the faith through a return to the
simplicity of prophetic times and through the establishment of a just society. Although
Bhasani’s ideas of rubiubiyah are fundamentally about social justice, it fits very well
within the latter categorization. Engineer, an Indian writer himself, does not identify
Bhasani’s ideas in this context.

Despite the fact that Bhasani played an important role in the politics of the
subcontinent, especially in Pakistani politics, no authors outside Bengal have identified
his model. In particular, no English source has examined Bhasani’s views and its political
applications.

There are several reasons for this neglect. Unlike the other politicians of his time,
Bhasani did not write his biography nor did he publish his ideas in a systematic form. His

thought was rather of a dynamic kind, expressed and then practically applied to situations

® Ashghar Ali Engineer, Sufism and Communal Harmony (Joipur: Printwel, 1991).
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as they arose. The rarity among scholars of Islam of expertise in Bengali might also

account for Bhasani's relative obscurity in the record of modern Islam.

Studies of Bhasani’s Leadership

Hasan Abdul Quayyum’s Mazlu’'m Jonanata Mawlana Bhasani’s (Mawlana

Bhasani: the Great Leader of the Oppressed) mentioned before, is a compilation of short

articles in Bengali by academics and political observers in their role as newspaper
columnists and Sufi followers of Bhasani who record anectdots about his life. This book
covers almost every detail on every topic about Bhasani’s political leadership in Assam,
Pakistan and Bangladesh. After a brief introduction by the editor, the book has articles
by important and outstanding authors on Bhasani as a person, as a family man, and as a
leader.

In the above book, a narrative about the subject of Assam is found in Korban
Ali’s article, “Sritita Mawlana Bhasani” (Mawlana Bhasani in My Recollections). It is an
interesting account of his observation of Bhasani’s Sufi followers who worked for him in
his political activities. He thinks that these Sufi followers were behind Bhasani’s success
in organizing political meetings and demonstrations. This work did not provide any link
between Bhasani’s vision and his political activities but attributes his leadership to his
power as a pir in politics.

Another article in the book is by Shahed Ali, a companion of Bhasani from his
Assam days, who describes Bhasani’s dedication to the defence of the rights of the
landless peasants fighting against the Line system (a British government act to stop
Bengali settlement in Assam). However, he does not explain why or what political views
led him to fight against it. These omissions will be compensated for by using Bhasani’s

speeches, since these provide the justifications for his actions.
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S. Mujibullah’s short but important article, “Mawlana Bhasani: Hukkullah o
Hugqtg al'ibad (The Rights of God and Rights of His Servants Huqqiq al'ibid)”
describes key concepts of Bhasani’s ideas. This article also briefly explains why Bhasani,
though a religious person did not remain apolitical but became deeply involved in
politics. Most works ignored discussion of his philosophical concepts such as Hukimat-i
Rabbini, Huqquq al'ibad, and rububiyah. Mujibullah’s short article does not show the use
of Bhasani’s ideas in his political activities in detail. Some other authors, when they do
mention Bhasani’s ideas do so at random without following events in a chronological
order, or examining their development. We are left wondering why his leadership was
such as it was.

Some articles in Quiyyum’s work repeat events mentioned in other articles. In a
way, this is a desirable thing, since this sort of cross checking provides some measure of
the accuracy of these stories. Sufis talk in anecdotes that have moral reasoning. In this
book there are several articles by his Sufi followers that recorded Bhasani’s narratives in
anecdotal form. Those articles also refer to his ideas. Although this book is not a
systematic account of Bhasani’s thought overall, the great variety of articles paint a full
portrait of Bhasani from different angles and thus help to figure out who the real Bhasani
was.

Two things about this book deserve mentioning. Firstly, these authors provide us
with all the events in details. Secondly, in this volume there are also other articles written
by apologists. It is true that apologist hinders intellectual accuracy and encourage “close
circle.” One such typical work is by Shariful Alam Almazi’s, “Rupkother Rajputra
Mawlana Bhasani” (Maulana Bhasani, the Prince of Fairy Tales, and Mawlana Bhasani).

In this short article he defends Bhasani who fought against the British and against
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Pakistani rulers. To the author he fought like a prince of fairy tales without explaining
why. *

It is quite normal to have apologetic writings on a spiritual leader who was also a
politician. In this volume there are numerous works like Almazi’s. They granted him an
exalted status. To some of his fanatical followers, some of whom I met during my
fieldwork, criticism of their spiritual political leader is intolerable.

The fact that Bhasani played an imprtant role in the liberation struggle of
Bangladesh makes him a most controversial figure during the liberation period. Some

important events of his life relevant to this period were recorded in other works at some

length. An intimate account of Bhasani at this time can be found in Saiful Islam’s

Shadhinata, Bhasani O Bharat*® (Independence, Bhasani, India), This book is a very
interesting and revealing account of Bhasani’s trip to India during the‘l971 War of
Independence of Bangladesh. Although the author covered only the period of the
liberation war, an important part of his life, he reveals clues to understanding Bhasani
through anecdotal fashion. This type of information provides important ways to know
Bhasani’s understanding of religion both in its worldliness, and its spiritual aspects.

Saiful Islam’s study also brought evidence about Bhasani’s house arrest in India.
The picture we get is that the government of India feared him for his power to “stir up
people’s emotion.” A strong theme running through this work is that he was warmly

received by Hindu followers in Calcutta and Muslim followers in Assam indicating his

* Shariful Alam Almazi’s, “Rupkother Rajputra Mawlana Bhasani”(The Prince of Fairy Tales,
Mawlana Bhasani) in Hasan Abdul Quayyum (ed.) Mazlu’m Jononeta, Mawlana Bhasani, (The
Great Leader of the Oppressed, Mawlana Bhasani) op. cit.

* Qaiful Islam, Shadhinata, Bhasani, India (Independence, Bhasani, India) (Dhaka: Awan
Publishers, 1987).
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secular approach to politics. His reactions during wartime are indicated in his speeches,
recorded by the author. This is an important source of information on Bhasani’s time in
India. On the other hand, while his activities are recorded, Saifur Rahman’s brief period
of observation of Bhasani’s leadership in India led him to characterize his entire
leadership as based on “empty slogans,” reducing him, by implication, to a man without a
vision in politics.

Syed Irfanul Bari was an associate of Bhasani, during the Bangladesh period. He

edited Mawlana Bhasanir Bumika (Role of Mawlana Bhasani) (1974),46 a compilation of

documents and short articles expressing different authors’ experiences with Bhasani and
including Bhasani’s speeches. This work also has documents about Bhasani’s Farakka
March in 1976. Some of the articles deal with his time after he returned from India, and
the stand he took against the ruling government in Bangladesh. In Bangladesh he became
controversial, especially for his stand against the “abuse of power” by the new
government as well as its pro-Indian policy. As a result, both Bangladeshi government
and some Indian scholars and political observers branded him a “fundamentalist.” These
works in the above mentioned book, though not biographies, do provide a great deal of
useful information about Bhasani’s leadership in Bangladesh period.

Manmath Nath Das makes reference to Bhasani in his book, Partition and

Independence of India. He deals with Bhasani as a controversial leader of the Muslim

League. He cites the Assam government who called Bhasani as a“fanatical immigrant.”*’

But Bhasani himself said repeatedly that he was not, and that he was only defending the

rights of the peasants, the majority of whom happen to be Muslims. The Assam

% Syed Irfanul Bari, Role of Mawlana Bhasani (Santosh: Santi Press, 1974).
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government and Das did not seem to care to become familiar with Bhasani’s ideology of
rububiyah, which seems to be the cause of confusion.

There are other Indian writers such as Bimal J. Dev and Dilip K. Lahiri who have
produced a work on the Assam period entitled, "The Line System of Assam."*® It is
interesting that they cite Bhasani in his call to fight for the rights of the peasants. Dev and
Lahiri justify Bhasani’s decision to change party affiliation from the Congress Party to
the Muslim League and characterize him as a progressive leader. However, Dev and
Lahari fail to identify the underlying reasons for his political decisions or for the
progressive nature of his religious perspectives. This thesis will deal with that subject in
Chapter 4.

As in his Assam period, most of the works on the Pakistan period, including

some in English, mention Bhasani only in passing. Thus he was not studied at great

length. One such work is K. K. Aziz’s, History of Partition of India (3rd volume).

Rao Farman Ali in his book Butto, Mujib and Bangladesh, identifies Bhasani as

an “agitator”, dedicated to serving the poor, but also as a “rabble rouser.” This is not a
detailed account of Bhasani or his model. Like the other authors, he mentioned Bhasani
in passing. It must be borne in mind that Rao Farman Ali was a civil servant serving the
Yahya government of the wartime cabinet. Thus attributing the epithet “rabble rouser”

without justifying it, is a partisan view.*’

*” Manmath Nath Das, Partition and Independence of India. (New Delhi: Vision Books, 1982).

“* Bimal J.Dev and Dilip K.Lahari, “The Line Systern of Assam,” Journal of the Asiatic Society
of Bangladesh, Vol. XXX111, 1978, p. 212.

“ K. K. Aziz, History of Partition of India, (2nd volume) (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and
Distributors, 1988).

% Farman Al Butto, Sheikh Mujib and Bangladesh (Dhaka: Saukhin Publishers, 1978),
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Manik Mia, the editor of the Daily I#tifag, the most popular daily during
Bhasani’s time in Pakistan politics characterized Bhasani as an “Indian agent.” To the
editor, Bhasani was “a political opportunist and a situational ethicist,” meaning he was a
divider not a uniter.”! This editor’s comments came out after Bhasani said “Goodbye” to
Pakistan. Manik Mia’s characterization is a serious attack on Bhasani’s leadership. It
seems Manik Mia thought the very act of saying “goodbye” in the early years of the birth
of Pakistan was enough to characterize Bhasani as a divider in Pakistani politics. This
characterization also implies that Bhasani did not have a systematic model guiding his
political actions. Bhasani himself explained that he was wrongly demonized for this.
Manik Mia’s claims will be understood in the context of Pakistan’s early years.

Chandrika’ Gulati’s Bangladesh: Liberation to Fundamentalism is a very biased

study. She correlates the post liberation Bangladeshi politics to fundamentalism.
Bhasani’s opposition to the opening of the Indian dam over the Ganges River caused
Gulati to label Bhasani a “fundamentalist” leader.>> She considers that India helped
Bangladesh in its liberation war against Pakistan and even gave shelter to Bhasani during
that time. She then notes how ungratefully Bhasani opposed India after the war. It should
be noted that Bangladesh fought against Pakistan on the basis of cultural rather than
religious differences with Pakistan. As opposed to her claim, only an insignificant
number of “fundamentalists” - less than 5% - were elected during the decade after the
independence of the country and Bhasani was seen by the fundamentalists as their enemy.

Gulati openly favours the Indian side on these matters, and sees Bhasani as overtly an

*! See for details on Manik Mia’s comment see Shamsul Huda, Chowdhury’s Akhuttorar Bijoy
(The Victory of 1971), (Dhaka: Bijoy Prokashani, 1980), p. 18.

>2 Gulati, Chandrika, Bangladesh: Liberation to Fundamentalism: A Study of Volatile Indo-
Bangladesh Relations. (New Delhi: Commonwealth Publishers, 1988).
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alim (religious leader), with an Islamic outlook opposed to the Indian government’s
supposedly secular policies. Therefore, he was a “fundamentalist” leader. She ignores
Bhasani’s justifications of why he fought against India’s “Water aggression.” She has
taken the fact of his religious leadership as sufficient proof of his “fundamentalism”
without giving consideration to his type of religious perspective and his understanding of
the geo-political context of the subcontinent. This is a conservative Indian perspective on
the complex political developments in Bangladesh.

Haji Danesh’s “Mawlana Bhasani’s Rajnaithk Jibon” (Mawlana Bhasani’s
Political Life),” a brief but important article, focuses on Bhasani’s leadership. Danesh a
Communist leader worked with Bhasani during the Pakistan period. He had contact with
Bhasani in jail and explains that he tried to persuade Bhasani to become a Communist but
Bhasani refused. He wrote about Bhasani’s concern for poor people but unlike other
colleagues, Danesh was more critical than apologetic in explaining Bhasani’s political
life. Danesh, himself, in his early life, was a pious Muslim, who only later became a
Communist. He stated that Bhasani had an opposition mentality and was basically an
“agitator.” To him he was “unique in agitating peasants and workers.” But in this short
article he failed to go beyond his superficial understanding of Bhasani. The article’s
failure to relate to the theme of Bhasani’s religious outlook and his role as a peasant
leader results in a reduction of his role to that of an “agitator.”

Syed Abul Maksud, Bhasani’s biographer, in his book Mawlana Abdul Hamid

Khan Bhasani, recounts after a brief introduction on Bhasani’s early life, the details of

3 Danesh, Haji, “Mawlana Bhasanir Rajnaitik Jibon” (Mawlana Bhasani’s Political Career) in
Quayyum (ed.) Mazlu’m Jononeta Mawlana Bhasani (The great Leader of the Oppressed,
Mawlana Bhasani), op. cit.
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Bhasani’s involvement in important events in Assam, Pakistan and Bangladesh. **
Maksud provides a chronological account of Bhasani’s activities in Assam as a leader
fighting for peasant’s rights, especially his fight against the xenophobic policy of the
Assam government’ Line System against immigrant Bengalis and how Bhasani was
arrested many times and put in jail. The government’s discriminatory policy against the
Bengalis compelled him to launch a fight against the government. Perhaps due to the
agrarian nature of Assam and Bengali society and the remoteness of the time, Maksud
like other authors did not have abundant source materials on Assam period.

Maksud devotes a large part of his work to dealing with important events in
Pakistan, such as Bhasani’s role in the 1956 Kagmeri conference where he said
“goodbye” to Pakistan. Maksud also describes the 1969 mass uprising against Pakistan,
and Bhasani’s involvement in the 1971 liberation war. He also details Bhasani’s
involvement in the post liberation Bangladesh period, and his fight against the Mujib
regime’s one party rule and his fight against India’s Farakka dam project. Maksud also
identifies Bhasani’s religious ideas of rubibiyah. While the author does an excellent job
as a biographer of narrating the events effectively and identifying Bhasani’s ideas, his
work lacks a central theme or argument. Bhasani’s use of a model in politics is, thus
again, overlooked. However, as a systematic account of Bhasani’s life from the beginning
to the end, Abul Maksud’s work is very helpful in providing information on Bhasani.

In the above, we have seen that Bhasani’s life was covered only in passing and
many scholars and political observers were quick to label him generally either as a leader

without any systematic world views or, when his ideas were recognized, they were

** Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani (Bengali), op. cit.
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unable to give illustrations of what they meant. As a result they failed to relate his ideas
or the central features of his ideas to his leadership. What is missing is a genuine attempt
at understanding the relationship between Bhasani’s political actions and his ideas. It is a
complex issue that deserves and needs to be explored in greater depth.

The above review shows firstly, there is a vacuum on the significance and unique
conjunction of religion and politics that constitutes Bhasani’s life and vision. There has
been an apparent failure to understand the religious views of Bhasani. Secondly, Bhasani
has rarely been studied outside Bangladesh, except for the occasional cursory analysis of
his involvement, mostly during the Pakistan period. Thirdly, among Bengali authors, the
tendency has been to emphasize his leadership without understanding (a) its religious
basis, and (b) how he used the religious approach in politics. Finally, most of the above
works written about Bhasani focus on the various aspects of his life and achievements
from different perspectives, such as, his time in Assam, in Pakistan: different aspects of
his personality, for example, as a Sufi pir, a politician, and a loving family member; or
his different accomplishments, such as his forming of new political parties, launching of
newspapers, his philanthropic activities, his founding of schools and colleges, and his
leading the historic Farakka march against India’s building of a dam over the Ganges
river. Certainly, there is merit in these works and they clearly provide enough material for
research for the serious scholar. I have tried to fill this vacum by investigating many
questions about Bhasani’s religious perspectives and his understanding of Islam; the
constituent features of his vision, and the nature of its Islamic perspective. In reference to
the latter, I also enquire how his understanding of Islam differed from the traditional

understanding. In other words, I tried to find out the religious character of Bhasani's
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political leadership, the secret to his effectiveness and also why did he keep his ideas
elusive but all embracing.

Bhasani’s model has liberalizing influence against religious fundamentalism,
providing a progressive model of Islam (discussed in chapter 3). The survey of the
literature points to the following important findings: There is a remarkable interest in
Bhasani within Bangladesh and India but, as indicated above, little in the way of a
genuine understanding of the man and his ideas. Given the fact that Bhasani's role was
not adequately explored by academics, the available interpretation of Bhasani is
inadequate, misleading and biased. Anybody who is interested in what is going on now in
the Muslim world will find this work interesting.

No substantial work has been done on him in English that deals with the religious
basis of Bhasani’s leadership. This research work, tries to fill the gap and make Bhasani
more comprehensible to modern English readers of South Asia. 1 feel strongly that it will
contribute to knowledge of that area and of an important figure in the history of modern

Islam.
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CHAPTER 3: BHASANI’S LIFE UNTIL 1929 - BHASANI’S BIRTH,
EDUCATION AND WORLDVIEW

Our main focus in this thesis is essentially Bhasani’s use of his ideas during
Assam, Pakistan and Bangladesh periods. A comprehensive study of the major influences
on the life of Bhasani is beyond the scope of this study. However, we will need to deal at
some length with the historical factors that affected his convictions. The first section of
the chapter will discuss on the birth and education of Bhasani followed by an
examination of his thoughts and politics as they relate to his religious beliefs.

Research shows that Bhasani’s early life and other experiences helped build his
commitment to his lifelong fight for justice. Fredrick Bird in his work on theories of
justice says “[ideas] of justice arise and gain popularity whenever people assume that
historical changes promoting social improvement are possible.” Bird says:

...social arrangements may be perceived to be intolerable, oppressive and
inequitable when persons feel.... that it is indeed possible to change the patterns of
social life in order to construct new institutional arrangements that are more
humane. The view that genuine historical improvement is possible, however

difficult and however unlikely develops within the consciousness of people as
they experience historical changes that make this prospect seem plausible.”

Bird is speaking in the context of new religious reform movements but we will
see that it is also applicable in the context of Bhasani’s political leadership in Bengal.
What explains Bhasani’s intense commitment to his cause? There seem to be several
explanations: among them epecially striking are his early childhood in rural Bengal and

his Sufi education.

55 Fredrick Bird, “Theories of Justice in New Religious and Para-Religious Movements”, an
Unpublished Paper in the Department of Religion, (Montreal: Concordia University, date not
available).
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Table 2: Showing Chronology of Events until 1929

1885

1889
1897- 1899
1898
1898
1901

1907-1908

1909

1909-1913

1911

1915-1917
1918
1919

1920
1921

1921-22

1925

1926

1929

Bhasani was born in the village of Dahngora in Sherajgonj, Pabna of
present Bangladesh.

His father died.

The great famine

His grandmother, mother and two brothers and a sister died of Cholera.
Bhasani briefly stayed with the uncle then left his uncle at the age of 13.

Bhasani was brought to Assam as an orphan by a pir known as
Nasiruddin Bagdadi.

He stayed at Darul Ulum of Deoband in India. He was educated by
Shaykh al- Hind Mahmudul Hasan. He was known to have come into
contact with other anti- imperialist Islamic thinkers.

He taught at a primary school in Kagmari in Tangail.
He did several things: worked with an anti-British leftist terrorist group
in Calcutta, Bengal. In 1913 he left the group.

The anti partition movement led to surge in serious communal politics
between Hindus and Muslims. Bhasani did not join either Hindu or
Muslim groups.

Bhasani returned to Tangail to teach in a Madrassa.
Went to Aaj as a companion of the zamindar of Panch Bibi.

Gandhi led his all India agitation, known as Satyagraha movement.
Joined the Congress Party at the inspiration of Mawlana Mohammed Ali.

Worked for the Khilafat movement.

Under the leadership of C. R. Das Bhasani participated at the non-
cooperation movement and was jailed. Gandhi calls off the non-
cooperation movement.

Azad’s Tarjuman al-Quran was published.

Bhasani supervised relief distribution activities in flood affected areas of
North Bengal with C.R. Das. He worked in the Das’s Sharaj Dal a
regional political party that promoted Hindu -Muslim cooperation.

C.R. Das died. Bhasani decides to leave politics. Got married with
Begum Alema Khatun, from Panchbibi, Bagura.

Joined in the Krishak Praja Andalon. The Govornor of Bengal declared
him undesirable and expelled him from Bengal. He left for Assam.

First historic peasant conference with Bengali migrant landless peasants
in Bhasan char (island) in Gopalpara district of Assam.

Source: Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani (Bengali), (Dhaka: Bangla Academy, 1994). Also Hasan
Abdul Quayyum (ed.) Majlum Jananata Mawlana Bhasani (The Great Leader of the Oppressed, Mawlana
Bhasani) (in Bengali) (Dhaka: Islamic Foundation of Bangladesh, 1988).
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SECTION 1: MAJOR INFLUENCES

Birth and Education (1885-1929)

Bhasani was born in the late 19" century. Mofizul Islam says he was bom in
1880.°° Bhasani himself said that he did not know the exact date of his birth, though he
offered the year 1885. Maksud, reviewing the other circumstances at the time of his birth,
agrees to the year 1885 as the most likely date.”” In the informal society of riverine rural
Bengal where Bhasani was born, recording birth dates is not regarded as an important
practice. Only if the child goes to school is this considered important and even then, an
approximate date is often used. Thus, no one is certain about the exact date of Bhasani’s
birth. What is certain is the context within which he was born and raised.

The Faraidi Movement against the British zamindari system began to emerge
throughout Bengal strongly from 1806 and continued throuout nineteenth century.” As
mentioned in chapter 1, the famous Indian revolt against the British East India
Company’s rule, took place in 1857. If Bhasani was born in 1885, it was in the wake of
these events. Saiful Islam says that the famous peasant revolution of 1872-73 in
Sherajgonj of Pubna district, where Bhasani was born, was still fresh in people’s
memory.59 In the same year the Indian Association, later named the Congress Party, was
formed in Calcutta, Bengal. It was during this turbulent time in Bengal and in the rest of

South Asia that Bhasani was born. &

*® Mofizul Islam, Upomohadesher Rajniti O Baiktitya (Politics and Personality of the
Subcontinent) (IDhaka: Boi Bitan, 1998), p. 30.

> Syed Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit., p.11.

58 Ziaul Hasan Faroqui, The Deoband School and the Demand for Pakistan (New York: Asia
Publications, 1963), p. 17.

*Saiful Islam, Shadhinata, Bhasani. Bharat (Independence, Bhasani, India), op. cit., p- 27.
% Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit., p. 3.
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Bhasani was the second son of Haji Mohammed Sharafat Ali Khan and
Mohammed Mojiron Bibi. He had two brothers, one elder and one younger. He also had a
younger sister. Maksud says that Bhasani said very little about his family and his early
life.”! It seems that even his associates and travel companions only knew about his life in
anecdotal form. Irfanul Bari records his conversation with Bhasani about his early life as
follows:

Bhasani’s father named Bhasani Abdul Hamid Khan, with the nick
name“Chaga Mia.” In his early life he was simply called “Chaga Mia.” He was
named after “a popular, bony and tough built fish commonly available in riverine

Bengal”. This was perhaps because, while a child, Bhasani was well built and
healthy.®

Maksud describes Bhasani’s family status while his father was alive. His parents
were descended from a well- to- do rural Bengali Muslim family. % To Maksud,
Bhasani’s last name — Khan - was an indication of his family’s economic affluence.
Based on this assumption Maksud interviewed Bhasani during his lifetime and asked him
about his father’s financial status. Bhasani narrated that his father had owned “seven

%4 This claim is reinforced by the fact that at around 35

biga* of land and a grocery store.
years of age, Bhasani’s father went to do haj in Mecca, which Maksud suggests, would

have been impossible for a poor Bengali Muslim peasant to do. Therefore, according to

Maksud, Bhasani must have been born in a well off family, by Bengali standards.%

% Tbid, op. cit. p.11-14.

52 This information was obtained from my personal interview of Irfanul Bari, July 1995. Also see
Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani. op. cit., p.11.

6‘7’Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit., p.12.
* Ibid., p.12.

*A biga, unit of land is equivalent to one third of an acre.

5 Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit., p-12.
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In 1889 Chaga Mia’s father died. Maksud says that Chaga Mia then was only five
year’s old and his brothers and sister was also under aged. Bengali families are male
dominated, and there was no other adult male member in the family to look after the
chidren and the business. The employees in the grocery store took care of the business for
a while, but finally the family was unable to keep it.*

In 1894-95 cholera struck in different regions of Sherajgonj. In a few weeks
thousands died, among them Chaga Mia’s family. His mother, two brothers, his only
sister, and his grandparents all died. Chaga Mia however, miraculously survived. At the
time, he was only eight years old. ¢’ Chaga became an orphan.

Between 1897 and 1899, there was a great famine. ®® Bhasani says that when he
was ten or twelve years old, the price of essential commodities went up, and people died
in the thousands.®” Even in his old age, Bhasani remembered the “famine.” He called this
the “most remembered thing of his childhood”, and acknowledged it as the catalytic event
that precipitated his commitment to help poor people. It should be noted that because his
father’s death preceded his grandfather’s, and according to custom, Chaga was deprived
of his father’s property, which after his grandfather’s death, went to his uncle. ° In
Bengal, orphans, even when they came from a well to do family, because of the lack of

government support, were placed at the bottom of society. Deprived of his father’s

5 Ibid., p. 12.
7 bid., p. 12.
% Ibid., p. 13.
69 Thid.

" bid., p.14.
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inheritance, Chaga in a matter of a few years was thrown “into the rank of the have-
nots.”"!

Chaga remembered people’s apprehension when the famine started but he did not
yet know what life was like under these conditions. Soon, however, he experienced the
“ugly face” of the food shortage. Interestingly though, “as a young and sensitive person,”
Chaga noted that the famine did not affect everyone in the same way. He witnessed how
the destitutes, the have nots, the day laborers, landless peasants, fishermen, potters and
small businessmen were “dying of starvation.” He remembered the playmates with whom
he had gone to school. Due to the scarcity of food, many of them died of hunger or came
near death with their “skeleton-like figures.” But to his surprise, he also saw rich people
and the “hoarders of goods”, who stocked more and more to make profits. He observed
that there were some people in the community who continued to have good life. They
were not affected by the famine. On the contrary, such people became richer. These were
the zamindars, money lenders and businessmen.

In 1898 Chaga was living with his uncle who had inherited his father’s property.
The uncle admitted Chaga to a Madrassa. While doing his studies, he also had to take
care of his uncle’s flock as a shepherd, when a moment of carelessness in his work led to
severe humiliation by his cousin. He was hurt. The “independent- minded” Chaga now

found himself unable to remain a burden on his uncle merely for the sake of food and

lodging. Bhasani narrates later how the experience traumatized him. Under the

" Ibid., p. 14.
7 hid., p. 13.
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circumstances; he was unable to concentrate on his studies and thus decided to leave his
uncle’s house.”

Chaga left his uncle in 1898 at the age of 13. He adopted different professions to
survive living on his own, on the street. He experienced the life of an “independent”
person, spending many days working for other people for food and shelter. He spent
nights in fishermen’s boats on the Jamuna River and caught fish with them. He worked
with peasants as a day labourer, sometimes going hungry because of his inability to buy
food. During this time, he traveled from one village to another as a free man, without any
one to dictate him or to guarantee his subsistence. According to him, he took shelter in
the homes of many people, both well known and unknown working as a day-laborer for
them.”*

Feroz —al-Mujahid, an associate of Bhasani, says Chaga, despite many
misfortunes in early life, was fortunate however to inherit a good health. During this
time, he was also involved in Bengali rural sports, to playing with sticks and clubs with
his fellow young people. He also was involved actively in Jatra (rural drama), and kobi
(rural song). He was a good actor, could sing, and became recognized as a good kobial
(poetry reciter). During this time, the themes of the Kobita (poems) in rural Bengal were
about the British and their zamindar s atrocities in rural Bengal.”

It seems that Chaga got his first anti-imperialist lesson early in life in his role as a
kobial in rural Bengal. During this time, as one might expect, due to the lack of any

guidance from his parents or anybody else, Bhasani became “restless and

? Ibid., p. 14.
74 M.
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uncontrollable.” The early helplessness left a permanent imprint that may have shaped
the nature of his political thinking and directed him towards the welfare of the helpless

humanity. His willingness to survive with courage is a noteworthy characteristic.

Bhasani in Assam: the Sufi Trainning

In 1901 at the age of 16, Chaga met pir Nasir uddin Bagdadi. Chaga was working
mainly as a day- laborer when he encountered the pir. As Irfanu Bari states:

It was destiny that one day Chaga was in a boat in the Jamuna River near
Hossainpur, Sherajgong when he met the pir who came to visit a follower in the
village. The pir who came originally from Bagdad arrived in Sherajgonj on his
way to Assam via Mymensing. Nasiruddin settled in Joleshar, Assam, where he
helped %)eople and gave shelter to orphans. He learned that Chaga Mia was an

6

orphan.

Maksud narrates what Bhasani (Chaga) told him that he was only 14 years old.
The pir instead of calling him Chaga Mia, called him by his formal name, Abdul Hamid.
Bagdadi also took him to Assam on the same day. 7 In Assam, Chaga worked as a
servant of Bagdadi responsible for making shoes. He was a cobbler. Soon finding him
hardworking and noticing his devotion to religious spirituality, Bagdadi taught him
Arabic and Urdu.™

Maksud says as guardian and spiritual teacher Bagdadi helped Abdul Hamid learn
Bengali in Patshala (elementary school). He also helped Abdul Hamid through private

instruction in the Quran, Hadith and Figh.” Bhasani also learnt Persian. He developed

7 Feroz-al-Mujahid, Mawlana Bhasanir Jibon O Dharsan (Mawlana Bhasani’s Life and
Philosophy), (Dhaka: Abdul Mannan, 1982), p. 18-19.

® My interview of Irfanul Bari in Santosh revealed similar information. Also see Maksud,
Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit., p.14.

7 Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit., p. 15.
7 Ibid.
" Ibid., p.15
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good relationships with the associates and followers of Nasiruddin, something that he
was able to capitalize on later in life.*’

Bhasani continued his studies under Bagdadi’s supervision. Hasan Abdul
Quayyum relates what he heard from Bhasani, “The Sufi master seeing Abdul Hamid’s
strong desire to learn and work, taught him ‘Jlm-i tasawwuf” or Sufi mystic knowledge.
Quaiyyum says, “In that training there is a very special path of Sufi training called
Ittihad-i fayz (or fa'iz). Quaiyyum estimates that “he must have attained a great spritual
powe:r.”81

Helal Uddin, Bhasani’s spiritual disciple, adds to this a rather mysterious incident
that he says marks Bhasani’s transformation into a full time pir:

One noon time, I and Mawlana Bhasani were cultivating the land together
with a plough. During this time, the pir came to us and started to walk by the
running plough. Suddenly, he went to the front of the ploughed area and opened
an iron stick from its cage forcefully, and took out two ana* of coins, and
dropped them as if he was spreading a bedcover over a bed. Bhasani stopped
ploughing the land and quickly gathered all the coins. He touched Bagdadi’s feet
and said goodbye to him. The pir looking at Bhasani prayed to God for him. I
stood still with the plough. The pir told me to stop working for now and go home.
After that, Bhasani did not work in the field anymore and people started to visit
him as a pir. However, Bhasani continued to acknowledge Bagdadi as his pir.®
Washasi says that Bagdadi pir Sahib was a great and learned Sufi of the

Qadiriyah tariqah or order, founded in the 11" century by Shaykh 'Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani
(1077-1166) who resided in Bagdad. This order believed in Hindu -Muslim unity and

liked to work with the down- trodden. Bhasani followed the same tarigah or order. It

80 1y.:
Ibid.

81 Hasan Abdul Quayyum, Mazlu’m Jononeta, Mawlana Bhasani, {The Great Leader of the
Oppressed, Mawlana Bhasani). op. cit., p. XVIIL

* An ana is analogous to a penny. In other words an ana is comparable of a penny as a unit.

¥ Helal uddin is quoted in Mohammed Korban Ali “Smritita Mawlana Bhasani”(Mawlana
Bhasani in my Memory) in Quayyamm (ed.) Mazlu’m Jononeta, Mawlana Bhasani, (The Great
Leader of the Oppressed, Mawlana Bhasani, op. cit.,p. 185.
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seems that Bhasani, as a Q4diriyah pir, became familiar with Sufi thoughts. However, it
is not known at this time if he mastered the complex issues of rububiyah theosophical
ideas in a non-traditional, political sense.
Bhasani also followed Chistia tarigah. Tarigahs, or the ways of the Sufis, are not
water tight compartments. Mohammed Yahya Tamizi says:
Khwajah Abt 'Ali Ishéq is the founder of the Chistia order in Chisht in Iran.
Khaja Mu'in al-Din Chishti of Ajmir is the founder of this order in India. The

latter also had the opportunity of being introduced to Sheikh Abdul Qadr Jilani of
Bagdad, the founder of the Qadriya order.>

One of the Chistia characteristics was that they worked with the poor. Khwéjah
Nizam al-Din Awliya' was another prominent figure in this order. Nasiruddin Bagdadi as
a well connected pir, originally from Bagdad, must have known about the various
tariqgahs and passed this knowledge along to Bhasani. Bhasani often visited Chistia pir
shrines, which reflects his familiarity and respect for those ways of the Sufis. Bhasani
once said to Bari, while they were visiting the shrine of a Chistia pir in Pakistan:

Shaykh Farid al-Din Ganj-i Shikar's mausoleum is here. He is a great saint of
the Chistiya order. He died about 700 years ago. Hazrat Qutb al-Din Bakhtiyar

Kaki was his teacher. Mainuddin Chisti himself taught him. He lived his life in
simple manner with destitutes®* .

Thus, Bhasani was aware and also in praise of the great pirs of the Chistia tarigah
who dedicated their lives to the service of the poor and the destitutes.
Bhasani was with Bagdadi from 1901-1907. Bagdadi’s last advice to Bhasani was

not to involve him in “self promotion and self glory.” He said “Stay away from self

¥ Mohammed Yahya Tamizi, Sufi Movements in Eastern India (Delhi: Idarah-i Adabiyat-i Delhi,
1992) p.109.

$ In Bhasani’s last trip to Pakistan in the year 1970, Irfanul Bari was with him. After the speech,
the Mawlana (Bhasani) said to the driver, “Let’s go to the Mousoleum.” Bari narrates the event.
The moselium and the mosque are located on a relatively higher ground. As we got off the car
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promotion and self glory in the way of a woman of integrity who does not display her
beauty in public.”®® This is a typical Qadiriyah Sufi expression. Bhasani’s commitment to
serving the poor, as a Sufi virtue, was also learnt from Bagdadi. The education Bhasani
had from Bagdadi, and his affection for the pir was such that, according to Shamsul

Alam, Bhasani even named his first son Nasir, in memory of pir Nasiruddin Bagdadi.86

Bhasani in Deoband (1907- 1908)

In 1907 Bhasani was 22 years old. According to Maksud, recognizing Bhasani’s
immense talent Bagdadi contacted Mawlana Mahmudul Hasan, commonly known as the
Shaykh al-Hind to arrange for Bhasani’s further studies. Mahmudul Hasan was the Sadr
Mudarris (principal) of the Deoband Madrasah. Deoband Madrassa was the leading
institution of Islamic learning of the time. Deoband is located in UP (Uttar Prodesh)
province about 90 miles from Delhi.

Esposito says about Deoband:

In India the decline of Mughal power had spurred a number of revivalist
movements. Among the most influential was that of Shah Wali Allah of Delhi
(1702-62) and his disciples. ...unlike Mohammed bin Abd al-Wahhab [of Saudi
Arabia], Wali Allah’s surgery was less radical. Rather than reject the present to
restore the past, he sought to modify the present belief and practice in light of
early Islamic practices. Thus, he set out to reform or purify Sufism rather than

suppress it.¥

Indeed, this is one of the centres of the early revival movements in India started

with Shah Wali Allah’s ideas. Sanyal says that, unlike the Wahabis of Arabia,

Bhasani started saying “Ganjee Shakar was a Chistia pir lived his life in simple manner with
destitutes.”

% Syed Irfanul Bari, Bhasani: My Love. Santosh: Santi Press:1986.

8 A. Z. M Shamsul Alam, “Mozlum Jononata Mawlana Bhasani” (The Great Leader of the
Oppressed Mawlana Bhasani) in Quayyum (ed.) Mazlu’m Jononeta Mawlana Bhasani, (The
Great Leader of the Oppressed Mawlana Bhasani, op. cit., p. 372.

¥7 John J. Esposito. Islam and Politics (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1984), p. 33.
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Shah Walli Allah’s, the Deoband “ullemah” integrated Sufism into their
lives. In their role as Sufi guides and masters, they sought to influence people to
conform to the Sunmna (ways of the Prophet) and emphasized aspects of Sufi
beliefs and practices that reinforce the reformist message they sent out.®®

Therefore, the original Deobandis were both ulama and Sufis, offering "a
composite” form of religious leadership.®® It is noteworthy that despite Sayyid Ahmad
Khan of Aligarh’s friendship with Bagdadi, the latter chose Deoband instead of Aligarh
for Abdul Hamid to do his studies.”® Aligarh was a pro-British institution directed by Sir
Sayyid Ahmad Khan. His concerns remained primarily the education and welfare of the
Muslim leaders. According to Maksud, the Déar al-'Ulim of Deoband in those days was

an “anti-imperialist centre of Islamic learning.”®!

Its two main mottos were to fight
against imperialism and spread welfare among the masses.”> Mawlana Gangoli, Mawlana
Mahmudul Hasan, and the Shaykh al-Hind, the chief patrons, were Sufi ulama and taught
Sufism in Deoband; and they were opposed to Syed Ahmad’s support of the British.”
Maksud says that Bhasani was educated about the Quran and the Hadith from

Husayn Ahmad Madani % who was a collegue of Shaykh ul Hind. It is not clear from

8 Usha Sanyal, Devotional. Islam Politics in British India: Ahmad Riza Khan Barelis and his
movement, 1870-1920 (Delhi: Oxford Universiy Press, 1996), p. 38. (Emphasis added).

% Metcalf says” Boys who came to the school were provided their basic necessities. They lived
modestly, and were expected to adhere to a serious schedule of discipline. They did not learn
English or other "modern" subjects. They did use Urdu as a lingua franca, enhancing links
among students from Bengal to Central Asia to the south. The ‘ulama who founded this school
were above all specialists in prophetic hadith, the narratives which constitute the Prophet
Muhammad's sayings and practices which serve either directly or analogously to guide every
aspect of moral behavior. Their lives were meant to embody their teachings.”Barbara D.
Metcalf "Traditionalist” Islamic Activism. see
<http://www.ssrc.org/septl 1/essays/metcalf text only.htm> July 3, 2003.

 Maksud, Bhasani, op. cit., p.64.

9 Tbid,

21bid.

* Faroqui, The Deoband School and the Demand for Pakistan, op. cit., pp. 43-45.
4 Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit., p.15.
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Bhasani’s statements whether he was ever in the company of the Shaykh himself. Barbara
Metcalf thinks that Deoband was not so much anti- imperialist. It only became involved
in politics after World War 1 especially during the noncooperation movement by Gandi.”
It is possible that a section of its ulama were politically motivated. In this context Barbara
D. Metcalf says:

What is perhaps most striking about the Deoband-type movements is the
extent to which politics is an empty "box," filled expediently and pragmatically
depending on what seems to work best in any given situation. Islam is often
spoken of as "a complete way of life"-- arguably a modernist and misleading
distinction from other historical religious traditions -- so that political life must be
informed by Islamic principles. In fact, as these movements illustrate, virtually
any strategy is accepted that allows the goal of encouraging what are defined as
core, shari'a- based individual practice, coupled with a range of mundane goals
that may or may not be explicit -- from protection of life and property, to social
honor and political power, to the dignity that comes from pious adherence to what

are taken as divine commands.

It is possible that Bhasani became aware of the Sheikh’s anti- imperialists ideas
from his time in Deoband. Maksud describes the Sheikh as an anti-imperialist Islamic
thinker and follower of Shah Wali Allah. His philosophy stressed the political, social, and
economic liberation of the people. Irfanul Bari wrote that “From 1907-09 he [Bhasani]
stayed in Deoband. In Deoband he had learned from Mahmudul-Hasan, Fukka Kulle
Nesamin- “Destroy every existing structure.””’ Coming into contact with those thinkers
must have further influenced Bhasani in the development of his political goal to fight

against colonial rule in India. Part II of this thesis suggests that it was perhaps this type of

% Barbara Metcalf, "Traditionalist Islamic Activism." op. cit.
96 1y.:
Ibid.
7 Irfanul Bari, “Bhasanir Rajnitir Potobhumi” (The Background of Bhasani’s Politics) in

Quayyum (ed.) Mazlu’m Jononeta, Mawlana Bhasani (The Great Leader of the Oppressed,
Mawlana Bhasani, op. cit., p. 694.
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training that convinced him to work against the Pakistani military rulers (who were
aligned with the US) while he aligned himself with the pro-China Maoist Communists.

Mawlana Ahmad Kathrada illustrating the motto of Deoband says: “The ulama of
Deoband always stood for the truth and spoke the”Hag” (truth).®Bhasani during his
political career often used the phrase “Hag. %% He was never pretentious.

Bhasani did not graduate from Deoband. Bhasani’s stay at Deoband was only 2
years, instead of the usual 6 years of training. It is not known what made him leave
school so early, without completing the diploma. Did he see any conrtradiction of his
already formed world views from Q4driya Sufism with that of Deoband’s Nagshabandi?
We do not know. Bhasani often spoke of the term Wahdat-al Wujud, unity of being,
concept Sufi thinkers believe coined by the famous Sufi Ibn al Arabi. 01t is my
understanding that since Deoband emphasized the Nagshbandi order,“Wahdat-al-
Shuhud” (apparentism) by Khwaja Bahauddin Nagshband and Sheikh Ahmad of Sirhind,
challenged the theory of “Wahdat-al —Wujud”, Bhasani, as a strong believer of “Wahdat-
al —Wujud” perhaps did not find it interesting to continue his studies at Deoband. Ahmad
Hossain Amin Jung, in his book Falsafa-i-Faquard, explains the difference between
Wahdat-al-wujud and Wahdat-ush-shuhud."® In section 2 of this chapter we will see

Bhasani’s ideas have more similarities with Wahdat-al-wujud. We have no non-Bengali

% Mawlana Ahmad Kathrada, “An eye-witness account of 150 years Deoband conference”,
<http://www jamiat.org.za/al-jamiat/june/sreport.html> March 24, 2003.

% Bhasani in addition to his use of the word as a common vocabulary even named one of the
popular weeklies he founded in Santosh as “Haq Khota.”

10 Tbn Arabi, as 1 have indicated in the text, apparently did not coin the term "wahdat al-

wujud," nor did he employ it - - though others later used the term to characterise his

thought, so there is a tendency to attribute it to him.

' For more on this philosophical debate see Fazlur Rahman, Islam, pp. 201-203. The
illustration is translated and quoted in Anwarul Haq, The Faith Movemome of Mawlana
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Table 3: Differences between Wahdat-al-wujud and Wahdat-ush-shuhud:

Wahdat-al-wujud Wahdat-al-shuhud

(He is the Whole, Complete) (He is the guide)

View: Everything is Him or in everything is He View: Everything is from Him

Mystical Inclination: Inclined toward calmness, Mystical Inclination: Inclined
towards turbulence,

I and He are not separate I am with Him and He is with me

(If he is ocean, I am a drop)

Union Love

Belief: Who am 1? | am the Truth (Gnostic) Belief: Who am 1?7 I am His
Servant

Source: The above illustration is translated and quoted in Anwarul Haq, The Faith Movement of
Mawlana Mohammed Ilyas (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd, 1972), p. 26, from Ahmad Hossain
Amin Jung, in his book Falsafa-i-Faquard, p. 263

source available that might dispute Deoband’s influences over Bhasani’s life. Maksud
says:

“With Mahmudul Hasan’s blessings, after two years in Deoband he returned to
his spiritual teacher Bagdadt in Assam.”'%?

Bazlus Satter, a long-time associate of Bhasani says that “He studied the Quran
and the Sumnnah under the guidance of Hussain Ahmad Madni. The Deoband
revolutionary education went into his deep consciousness.” ' 1 interviewed Bazlus
Satter, in Chittagong, Bangladesh in 1995. He believes that Deoband’s anti-imperialist
thinking played an important role in the shaping of Bhasani’s though’c.]04

Saiful Islam concludes from his observation that Bhasani retained the two main

lessons learned during the Deoband period: the opposition to imperialism and the

Mohammed Ilyas (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd, 1972), p.26 from Ahmad Hossain
Amin Jung, in his book Falsafa-i-Faquard, p. 263.

192 Maksud, Mawlana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhasani, op. cit., p. 16.

% Bazlus Satter, “Samokalin Rajnitir Ovibavok Mawlana Bhasani” (The Guardian of
Contemporary politics) in Quayyum {ed.) Mazlu'm Jononeta, Mawlana Bhasam, (The Great
Leader of the Oppressed, Mawlana Bhasani), op. cit., p. 353.

191 have interviewed Bazlus Satter in July at Chittagong, Bangladesh in 1995 and had chance to
do cross- checking of many information found in other works.
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commitment to work for the welfare of people.l05 There is no document showing whether
Bhasani was in the company of Ubayd Allah Sindhi or other famous scholars of Deoband
and his encounter with them about his philosophical differences. However, Syed Irfanual
Bari contends that in addition to his association with Hossain Ahmad Madani, Bhasani
was in the company of other scholars.'® About his education Bhasani says: “I do not
have much of an institutional education. I have learnt from Nasiruddin Bagdadi, my pir in
Joleshar of Assam, and in Deoband from Hussain Ahmad Madani also 1 have learnt
something.”’"” Taking all this circumstantial evidence into account we can conclude with
some certainity that Bhasani’s training at Deoband did not help him lose the Wahdat-al
Wujud ideas he had learnt from Bagdadi of Qddiriya order and from Deoband he learnt
the anti-imperialist training. Thus, his time in Deoband also played an important
educational role in his life.

In 1909, Bhasani went to Tangail of Mymensing where Bagdadi had another
house. Armed with his newly earned Deoband education Abdul Hamid became a primary
school teacher in Tangail. During this time, in addition to his teaching, he also gave
sermons, helped people in need and eventually became known locally as a pir himself. In
later years from time to time Bhasani returned to Tangail to his people to teach in a
Madrasa.

In 1909 Bhasani was 24 years old. He was restless and not happy with anything

for a long time. From 1909 to 1913 he belonged to a secret revolutionary group in

195 Saiful Islam, Shadhinata, Bhasani, Bharat (Independence, Bhasani, India), op. cit., p. 30.
1% Jrfanual Bari said this in an interview I had with him in 1995 at Santosh.

" Irfanul Bari, “Pakistance Mawlana Bhasanir Shes Safar” (Mawlana Bhasani’s Last Trip to
Pakistan) in Quayyum (ed.). Mazlw’m Jononeta Mawlana Bhasani (The Great Leader of the
Oppressed Mawlana Bhasani), op. cit., p. 249.
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Calcutta. A young man named Mokles from Brahmobaria, in present Bangladesh, advised
him to join this secret revolutionary group working in underground politics. It should be
noted that these leftist Indian nationalist groups, known as Anushilan Samiti (Gymnastic
society), led by revolutionary-minded Hindus had a powerful presence in mainly anti-
Brtish Calcutta, India. It was very unusual though, for Bhasani, an afim, to join the
group. It appears that he found in the secular —-minded leftist group the same spirit he had
seen among the Deoband followers who were, noncommunal and anti-British. And it
should be noted that Deobandi ulama were working all along with the Hindus in the
freedom struggle.!® According to Bhasani’s own accounts, when he was with them he
burned the granaries of money lenders, and helped the group to raise money for their
activities. In the Kishorganj and Sherpur subdivision he participated in a couple of
Anushilan raids, in the form of robbery, but he claimed that he never took a personal
initiative in any killing. Around 1913 he left the group. He says he left the group on the
advice of Muhammad Ali, a prominent leader of the Khilafat movement."”® Syed Irfanul
Bari notes that Bhasani often said: “It was Muhammed Ali’s inspiration that led me to
join the Congress Party.”"'® Bhasani worked with Muhammed Ali as a political worker' !
In 1911 an anti-partition movement led to surge in serious communal politics

between Hindus and Muslims. He did not join in any of these communal Bengal politics

"% Maksud, op. cit. p. 16. Also see Al Jamiat, <http://www.darululoom-deoband.com/english>
March 24, 2003.

19 Syed Irfanul Bari, “Bhasani Rajnitir Potobhumi”( The Background of Bhasani’s Politics) in
Quayyum (ed.) Mazlu’m Jononeta Mawlana Bhasani, (The Great Leader of the Oppressed
Mawlana Bhasani, op. cit. p. 698.

1% Tbid., pp. 694-699.

"Ibid., p. 698. His respect of Mohammed Ali was demonstrated in 1957 when he named a
college in Kagmari, Tangail after Mohammed Ali, the famous Khilafat leader of India.






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































