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ABSTRACT

This thesis looks at the career of the Muslim League in East Pakistan from 14 August
1947, the day it assumed political pOwer, to the election of 8 March 1954, when it was
massively defeated by a newly-formed United Front.

Exploring the decline of the

popularity of the League is one objective of the thesis. In the process, it also seeks to
explain the nature of 'politics' in East Pakistan. In particular, the emergence of a state
bureaucracy with paternalistic and undemocratic tendencies, is documented and
analysed. This is shown to be a lasting legacy of the British Raj and of Muslim League
politics in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). The process through which the bureaucracy
grew stronger by the day also entailed the growing alienation of the people from both the
government and the ruling party, the League.

Explaining this alienation is another

concern of the thesis.

These themes are highlighted in a series of chapters devoted to certain specific and
important issues that the League government had to deal with during its stay in power:
politics of food procurement and distribution, abolition of zamindari and other exploitative
feudal relationships, the problem of controlling water resources in a flood-prone country,
and finally, the relationship between the people and the regulative institutions of the state
such as the police and its auxiliaries. An examination of these issues usefully
complements what students of East Pakistan politics have (rather selectively)
emphasised so far: the Language movement of the 1950s, the crisis of federalism and
problems of jute marketing. An argument is eventually built up on the nature of the state
and 'nationhood' in East Pakistan. The preponderance of the bureaucracy in the colonial
style of government, the peculiar history of Muslim nationalism in the subcontinent, the
lack, in the League's history, of a tradition of anti-imperialist struggle and ideology, and
finally, the weak nature of the ML's organisation and mass base, are all seen as factors
that contributed significantly to the growing 'undemocracy' of which both East Pakistan,
and later Bangladesh, were unfortunate victims.
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PREFACE
For the past can never cease to be present to us, and we are still asking
ourselves: How could such a thing happen?· Gunter Grass 'What Shall We Tell
Our Children? (1979)

This thesis originates in a feeling of dissatisfaction about a state of stagnation that seems
to have set in in East Pakistan scholarship, especially since the emergence of
Bangladesh.1 The eventful twenty four years between the last day of the Raj and the
creation of Bangladesh-the life span of East Pakistan- are now treated mainly as a
background to the emergence of Bangladesh and Bengali nationalism in its post-colonial
phase. Descriptions of this background, again, have become stale and static. Bengali
politics and nationalism are traced back to the Language movement in East Pakistan in
the early 1950s and to the step-motherly attitudes of the authorities in West Pakistan. All
histories of Bangladesh are written as if we knew everything that was there to be known
about what went wrong with East Pakistan, why East Pakistan as a political framework
became untenable. As a result, the history of this 'background' has taken on a certain
predictable quality; it is no longer a dynamic field .of investigation were new mines of
information are quarried everyday and the findings passionately disputed or where the
contours change continually as new layers of history expose themselves to the historians
gaze.

Yet, as I attempt to show in this thesis, there were many other issues apart from the
Language movement and 'internal colonialism' that contributed to the growing Bengali
disenchantment, firstly, with the Muslim League and all that it stood for, and secondly,
with the political framework of East Pakistan. Issues to do with linguistic nationalism-and
economic exploitation of East Pakistan have been worked over, and I do not have much
to add to the current literature on these subjects. What I document is a process of
competition that took place in East Bengal society over the control of the three key
resources of the nation: land, food and water. Actors in this competition were many and
interest groups emerged around the different factors of class, ethnicity, factions and
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political parties depending on the context. What also consistently emerged, however,
was an elementary popular urge towards participation in the political process of East
Pakistan, an urge that was continually quashed by an increasingly authoritarian state.

The Muslim League came to power in East Pakistan in August 1947, championing not
only the cause of the Muslims, but also that of democracy, liberalism, and selfdetermination for East Pakistan people. In little over six years' time, it was voted out of
power, and within five years of that, democracy itself was overthrown in East Pakistan.
The State became a military regime.

The process through which the state lost its

representative character and became alienated from the people was atso the one that
resulted in the political decline of the Muslim League.. This thesis documents this process

by looking at certain key episodes in the early history of East Pakistan. All of these
episodes show how, on different occasions, a high-handed, ex-colonial bureaucracy,
including the regulative agencies like the police, proved itself to be entirely unsuitable for
the historical task of protecting and fostering a fledgling democracy. Nor was the political
leadership, given the history of Muslim nationalism, up to their task. The result was a
political culture where the bureaucracy emerged as a most enduring and predominant
element.

It is this that makes the present exercise relevant to the recent history of Bangladesh. It
is a country that has seen repeated attempts at reestablishing democracy fail in the face
of opposition from military-bureaucratic forces.

Yet forces of populism have been

persistent and sometimes strong. In all the disasters that the country has faced, both
recently and in its colonial past -floods, famines, epidemics and even the green-house
effect- evidence has always been there of popular initiatives and actions, of an unfulfilled
urge on the part of the mass towards a participatory style of politics. For a nation that is
now living dangerously. and far beyond its means, the question of unleashing the
'creativity of the masses'· in solving national problems has once more become crucial .. 'It
is the magic of nationalism', writes Anderson, 'that turns chance into destiny' .2

The

nationalism of the Bengali ruling class has proven itself to be bankrupt. What felt like
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'destiny' in 1971 now looks like a missed historical opportunity. If there is still any magic
left in Bengali nationalism, it must come from the 'nationalism' of the masses, who have
so far been allowed only a limited role in the Bengali quest for self-determination. This
thesis is an attempt to raise this question by examining a certain stage in the 'prehistory'
of Bangladesh.
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NOTES AND REFERENCES

1

The name of East Bengal was officially changed to East Pakistan in 1956. Prior
to that it was referred to both ways in government documents. In the present
study both names have been used.

2

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism, London, 1983, p. 19.
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