Rebellion in Pakistan:
Prelude to the Indian Revolution?
The Pakistan Army, which had been extremely lax and inefficient when it had been simply a question of saving Bengali
lives during the big cyclone disaster, was now in an enthusiastic
mood as it prepared to take thousands of Bengali lives. It
massacred hundreds of unarmed civilians on the streets of Dacca;
it bombed Dacca University and killed hundreds of students,
hurriedly burying them in a mass grave; it even rampaged the
straw dwellings of the city's poor, taking a heavy toll of lives.

T

HE CRISIS IN PAKISTAN, which involves the military invasion and
occupation of one part of the
country by the other, is the logical outcome of political developments that
have received little attention in the
West, but whose consequences for the
future of Asia are going to be considerable.
Created in 1947 out of the Muslim
areas of the Indian subcontinent, Pakistan has from the beginning been an
unviable state. It is composed of two
parts separated by 1000 miles of Indian territory. East Pakistan, or East

Bengal, contains 60 percent of the
population; West Pakistan contains
the seat of political and economic
power for the country as a whole.
From the beginning of its existence
Pakistan was beset by conflicts which
became more and more insoluble. The
first two decades of Pakistani history
are a sordid story of palace intrigues
in West Pakistan designed to prevent
a general election which would give
the East Pakistanis their elective majority. The 1958 coup d'etat of General Ayub Khan was designed precisely to prevent this calamity from
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taking place, and for ten years he succeeded in preserving a somewhat precarious peace by blatant repression.
In 1968-69, a student uprising which
lasted for three months succeeded in
detonating a much wider rebellion involving the working class and the
lower scales of the petty bourgeoisie,
resulting in the downfall of Ayub
Khan and his replacement by General
Yahya Khan. But the latter was unable to take command of the situation
and a big strike wave continued in
both West and East. The only way to
ease the situation was for the military
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dictatorship to allow a general election in the hope that this would channelize the mass movement in a safe
direction. Accordingly, one was held
in December 1970; it resulted in the
overwhelming victory of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman's Awami League in East
Bengal. The League won over 90 percent of the votes in the East, thus acquiring an overall majority throughout the country.
The general election results put the
entire ruling class in a quandary. The
overwhelming electoral victory of the
Awami League augured ill for the
forces that had dominated the life of
the country for the past two decades.
The Bengali economy was ruled by
non-Bengali capitalists from West
Pakistan. East Bengal became in effect a semi-colony of the West whose
agricultural raw material subsidized
the Pakistani capitalists and was used
as a market for industrial goods produced in West Pakistan. Direct trade
with India would have ensured the

same goods at vastly cheaper prices
for the Bengalis of East Pakistan, but
the central government was obviously
not keen on losing its profitable relationship.
The semi-colonial model was extended well beyond the economy.
Bengalis were not allowed to serve in
the Pakistani army, and Bengali representation was minimal. The reason
for this was political, but the racist
and chauvinistic attitudes of the Punjabi generals was another factor. In all
government departments there was
virtually no Bengali representation at
middle and top levels. This spread to
other areas: for instance, there are
26,000 hospital beds in West Pakistan
and only 6000 in the East; three agricultural colleges in the West and one
in the East; six universities in the
West and four in the East; and so on.
All these grievances accumulated
and brought out into the open the
central importance of the national
question. The Bengalis felt oppressed

as a nation and looked towards the political parties which could lead them.

T

HE ONLY POLITICAL party which
was capable of understanding
the importance of the national
question was the Awami League. In
its policies the League was a right social-democratic formation (one of its
leaders, H. S. Suhrawardy, had for a
brief period been Pakistan's Prime
Minister and had distinguished himself by supporting the invasion of
Egypt in 1956), but with the period
of the Ayub dictatorship, its new
leaders had provided a semblance of
opposition and Mujibur Rahman had
been imprisoned by the Ayub regime.
He had understood the key role
which the national oppression of Bengal could play in its political life and
his party drafted the famous SixPoint Program, which is in effect a
charter of the Bengali petty bourgeoisie. The six points include provisions for a federal system of govern-
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ment and the restriction of taxing
powers to the federating units. It
was on the basis of the six points that
Mujibur Rahman was accepted as the
leader of Bengla Desk (the Bengali
nation).
The left, which has traditionally
been strong in the East, was suffering
from both opportunism and sectarianism. The Communist Party was not
official and the "communists" therefore worked through a liberal-radical
formation called the National Awami
Party ( N A P ) . At the time of the SinoSoviet split, the NAP held together,
but it split in 1966. The pro-Moscow
faction dedicated itself to the task of
cultivating the Awami League and
tail-ending it, because the time was
ripe only for "bourgeois democracy."
The pro-Peking faction took advantage of China's friendly relations with
the Ayub dictatorship to opt out of
any oppositional activity since Ayub
was an "anti-imperialist." Thus there
was no left force to pose a socialist
and revolutionary program. By the
time the pro-Peking groups realized
what had happened, Mujibur Rahman
had already established his political
hegemony. The total inability of the
left to comprehend the vitality of the
national question until it was too late
is partly responsible for the unpreparedness of the masses.

T

HE ELECTION victory of the
Awami League in December
1970 set the stage for the ensuing crisis. Pakistani Prime Minister
Zulfilcar Bhutto refused to attend a
Constituent Assembly which had an
Awami League majority unless the
latter compromised on the six points.
Quite understandably, the Bengalis refused to budge an inch. This resulted
in the postponement of the Constituent Assembly and widespread rioting
in East Pakistan. Awami League committees soon controlled the entire
province except the military cantonments. It was impossible to travel to
different parts of the country without
the permission of the relevant League
committee, and the writ of the central
government had ceased to run. The
Awami League governed the country
like any bourgeois apparatus; but it
was obvious that events were beginning to force them to the left, and at
this stage the Pakistan Army decided

on an invasion to crush the Bengali
nation. Its spokesman-in-chief, Yahya
Khan, was flown to East Pakistan,
where he made a pretense of negotiating with Rahman for two weeks,
thus providing a cover for thousands
and thousands of troops to be flown
in from West Pakistan.
Thus a new act in the Bengali
tragedy was prepared. The Pakistan
Army, which had been extremely lax
and inefficient when it had been simply a question of saving Bengali lives
during the big cyclone disaster, was
now in an enthusiastic mood as it
prepared to take thousands of Bengali
lives. It massacred hundreds of unarmed civilians on the streets of Dacca (all the foreign newsmen, barring a
UPI photographer, had been expelled
beforehand so that they could not record the crime); it bombed Dacca
University and killed hundreds of
students, hurriedly burying them in
a mass grave; it even rampaged the
straw dwellings of the city's poor,
taking a heavy toll of lives. The Bengalis fought back; but they had clearly
not been prepared, and the resistance
has so far been spasmodic. The leadership of the struggle is uncertain
(Mujibur Rahman has evidently been
arrested) and its politics can be
judged by the fact that it has been
sending urgent and impassioned appeals to the United Nations (clearly
Katanga and Korea mean nothing to
them). But fortunately that body is
so dilapidated at the present moment
that it cannot even be utilized as a
counter-revolutionary force.
The brutal disfranchisement of the
Bengali people by bayonets, bullets
and jet bombers may have succeeded
in inflicting a setback on the national
movement, but it will only be a temporary one. East Pakistan is no Biafra.
It contains a majority of the total
population (75 million out of 130 million); it is 1000 miles away; and it
has been invaded by a racist minority
force. It is obvious that in the face
of an embittered and hostile population thie armed might of West Pakistani capital will begin to crumble in
the near future. The Bengalis speak a
different language, they have a different culture, a live and vigorous
revolutionary nationalist tradition, and
the only uniting factor—religion—has
faded away into total insignificance. If

it is also understood that the terrain
of East Bengal is similar to the Mekong Delta region of Southern Vietnam and that the bulk of the land area
is virtually impassable during the rainy
season, one can appreciate the problems of an army miles away from its
base of operations.
A protracted national liberation
struggle, therefore, seems to be the
only medium-term perspective. The
key question is whether the Bengali
masses will provide a leadership capable of conducting this struggle, and
whether the pro-Peking elements will
be able to play a leading role in its
fruition.

I

r IS CRYSTAL CLEAR that Pakistan
as we have known it has ceased to
exist. The length of its death agony is being decided today in the field
of struggle. There are naturally other
questions which are raised by the
disintegration of a country which had
no business to exist.
The pivotal position of Bengal visa-vis the entire subcontinent has not
escaped the attention of Indian Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi. She realizes
full well that an independent East
Bengal would have immediate repercussions on West Bengal, where the
Naxalites have opened a guerrilla
front and are actively engaged in
armed struggle near the Indo-Pakistani border. [See RAMPARTS, April
1970: "Eruption in India"] The
question of a united Bengal is therefore posed rather sharply. Given the
political complexion of West Bengal,
combined with the extremely weak
bourgeois state apparatus in East Bengal, the specter of the permanent revolutionary process begins to haunt the
forces of the status quo. That is why
Mrs. Gandhi made demagogic noises
in sympathy with the Bengali people
at the time of the massacres. She understands perfectly that a united socialist Bengal would sound the death
knell of Indian capitalism. It would
be a red base, a Yenan for the entire subcontinent that is India.
Tariq Ali is the author of The New
Revolutionaries: A Handbook of the
International Left; and Pakistan: Military Rule or People's Power, both
published by William Morrow & Co.
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